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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE  
COMMISSIONER FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

First Report — “2012–13 Annual Report” — Tabling 
MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [10.03 am]: I present for tabling the first report of the Joint Standing Committee 
on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, “2012–13 Annual Report”.   

[See paper 1208.] 

Ms L.L. BAKER: This annual report covers the work of both the previous Parliament and the current 
Parliament. However, the annual report focuses only on the five weeks before the end of the financial year 2012–
13, which is when the new committee took over. There is not a great wad of information in this annual report 
that I need to cover. But I do want speak about the valuable work that has been done since the inaugural 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, Michelle Scott, took on that role.  

As members will probably know, the children’s commissioner has introduced a number of incredibly productive 
initiatives in her work to represent children and young people in Western Australia. I want to mention three of 
those initiatives that I am very aware of and that most Western Australian government departments have taken 
advantage of as those reports have been published and the information has been made more freely available. 

The first initiative is the reports that the commissioner has completed during her time in this role. I will work 
backwards and start with the most recent report, which was released only a few weeks ago. That report is titled 
“Speaking Out About Disability”. It is a fantastic report on youth in Western Australia with a disability. It 
discusses some very insightful ways in which the government should be moving forward to try to address some 
of the issues that the children involved in this report have raised. Another report was “Speaking Out About 
Living in Remote and Rural WA”. Another major report, which is referred to again and again in my dealings 
with government departments, is “Report of the Inquiry into the Mental Health and Wellbeing of Children and 
Young People”. That report was released in 2010. That is a brilliant examination, straight from the mouths of 
children, about their mental health and wellbeing. Another report is “Profile of Children and Young People in 
Western Australia: Wellbeing Monitoring Framework”. I know that many government departments have taken 
on board this monitoring framework in looking at how their work impacts on the children and young people 
whom their policies cover. Another report is “Building Blocks: best practice programs that improve the 
wellbeing of children and young people”. That report was released in 2012. Another report that I use frequently 
in my research into the impact of alcohol on children is “Speaking out about reducing alcohol-related harm on 
children and young people”. The children’s commissioner’s first piece of research was in 2010, with the 
“Wellbeing Research Report”, and, just after that there was the report “Building spaces and places for children 
and young people”. These are just the main reports. The commissioner has also released a number of other 
reports. The children’s commissioner, Michelle Scott, has done a remarkable job in setting up her office for 
children and young people as a productive part of the Western Australian policy environment.   

The second initiative is the ambassador program. The work of these ambassadors is to highlight and support the 
role of children and young people and their families. The eminent Western Australians who have been identified 
as ambassadors by the commissioner are Professor Donna Cross, whose research on the wellbeing of children 
and young people, and on bullying, is internationally known; Mrs Anne Fogarty, founder of the Fogarty 
Foundation, which many members would be familiar with; Professor Colleen Hayward; Mr Jonathon Holloway; 
Mrs Tonya McCusker; Ms June Oscar; Professor Trevor Parry; His Honour Judge Denis Reynolds; Hon Barbara 
Scott; Professor Fiona Stanley; Associate Professor Ted Wilkes; Mr David Wirrpanda; Mr Russell Woolfe; and 
Winthrop Professor Stephen Zubrick. These are some of the ambassadors who have been working on issues to 
do with children and young people. 

The third initiative is the thinkers in residence program. That is an outstanding program, which I hope many 
members have been involved in; if not, I would encourage them in the future to go to some of the thinkers in 
residence events that the commissioner hosts. The first thinker in residence event was in 2011, when Mr Paul 
Collard, chief executive of the United Kingdom non-government organisation Creativity, Culture and Education, 
spoke and took workshops and educated many Western Australians on how to unlock creativity in children and 
young people. In 2012, Dr Stuart Shanker, the Canadian childhood expert, talked about self-regulation in 
children. That was remarkable and provided some groundbreaking information. It was very well attended across 
Western Australia. This year, the Commissioner for Children and Young People hosted Children’s Week and the 
keynote speaker was Dr Michael Ungar, another Canadian researcher, who spoke on how to build resilience in 
children and young people. Dr Ungar is returning to be the thinker in residence for 2014. 

I will speak briefly about the history of the children’s commissioner and in particular I want to put on the record 
at this time the support that was in place when the Commissioner for Children and Young People Bill was 
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debated in this house on Tuesday, 16 August 2005. I will refer to members who are still in this place. 
Hon John Day, the current Leader of the House, said — 

This is an important piece of legislation, particularly for children and young people in Western 
Australia, because it provides for the establishment of a Commissioner for Children and Young People. 
It is a bill that the opposition will not oppose. 

On the independence of the commissioner, Hon John Day said — 

We are concerned that the bill does not go far enough in two areas. The first is in establishing the 
independence and autonomy of the office of commissioner … We believe that there is too much of a 
connection with the government and too much ability for the government to determine the activities of 
the commissioner in the performance of his or her role under this legislation. 

He also said — 

The office of the Commissioner for Children and Young People should be established in the same way 
as are the office of the Auditor General and the office of the Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Administrative Investigations. First, the office should have complete independence so that it will not be 
possible for the responsible minister to direct, or sway through consultation, the activities of the office. 

Hon John Day, when speaking on the need for the position, said — 

… the office should be given the power, as is the case with the offices of the Auditor General and the 
Ombudsman, to report directly to the Parliament, as opposed to reporting through the minister, as is 
provided for in this bill. 

I will quote the member for South Perth who, on the need for a commissioner, said — 

The opposition has always felt that the state needs a commissioner for children who would be an 
advocate for the children of our state. 

The honourable member went on to say — 

How can the commissioner be independent if he or she must consult with the minister? It is certainly 
not a position like that of the Auditor General or the Ombudsman, both of whom we have seen on many 
occasions hold inquiries without having to consult with the minister, and without being instructed by 
the minister. 

On the subject of the power of the commissioner, Mr McGrath said — 

Surely … in severe cases or in cases in which the department has let a young person down, the 
commissioner should be able to hold an inquiry into that individual case. 

I will put on record the current Premier’s support for this incredibly important position. In 2005, on the subject 
of the need for a children’s commissioner, he said — 

I again make the point that the commissioner for children is not simply about children who suffer from 
abuse, neglect or disadvantage; it is about all children. 

On the independence of the commissioner, the Premier said that the most obvious failing in the bill before the 
house at the time is “the lack of independence”. He went on to say — 

No-one in this house will be to blame, but our responsibility lies in what we do and how we act on the 
report. Therefore, I do not think the commissioner should be restricted. The other issue is that the 
commissioner should report to this Parliament and be totally independent, so that, as the report is tabled, 
the minister can respond in a proper ministerial manner … 

Dr Woollard, the then member for Alfred Cove, said — 
I am talking about what may happen in three … or six years. We do not know who will be sitting on the 
government benches. However, we know that whoever will be sitting on the government benches will 
not want publicity and flak if they are not doing the right thing. If the commissioner is required to 
consult with the minister, it is more than likely that if the matter will cause a lot of bad publicity, 
particularly just before an election, the minister will say to the commissioner that someone else is 
looking into the matter, or the matter is being addressed by another department, and the commissioner 
does not need to deal with it … 
… 
Again, we need to strengthen this bill to ensure that the commissioner has the necessary powers, and a 
high degree of independence in exercising those powers. 
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The final point I want to make is from the then Deputy Leader of the National Party who, in 2005, said — 
During the last election campaign the National Party strongly supported the coalition policy to establish 
the office of commissioner for children. The proposal was supported with a $5 million budget, which 
was a good allocation to support its position. 

I wanted to put those comments on the record because it has been a long time since 2005 and I do not want 
members in government to forget about what they said in support of the role of the Commissioner for Children 
and Young People. It is vitally important.  

I move now to the commissioner herself. Members may understand that Michelle Scott, the current 
commissioner, has recently resigned. I will not talk about that; I will simply commit to record a letter that The 
West Australian published on Wednesday, 6 November this year. It is titled “A torch for our young” and 
states — 

The resignation of WA’s first commissioner for children and young people presents the Government 
with a challenge to fill the very big shoes of Michelle Scott when she leaves in December … 

Michelle has done a remarkable job in her six years. She has been a true advocate in every sense of the 
word. 

Her engagement with children and young people right around the State has been inspirational. 

Her enthusiasm, innovation and dedication have resulted in children and young people being genuinely 
consulted on issues affecting their lives and wellbeing. This has included engaging young Aboriginal 
people in the outback and junior councillors in local councils, and pre-schoolers. 

Her idea of inviting outstanding people to WA as guests has been highly successful. 

Professor Michael Unger, a world expert on building resilience in children, here from Canada for 
Children’s Week … will return as thinker in residence in 2014. His presentation to professionals was 
quickly filled to capacity of 250, with 400 on a waiting list, and the parent session drew hundreds of 
parents. 
This is testament to the ability of the commissioner to target topics of universal concern and her 
leadership of a small office to deliver. 
Ms Scott has carved a place in the history of WA for valuing children and young people and we salute 
her. 

That letter was presented to The West Australian by Barbara Scott who is currently an ambassador for children. 
Members will know Barbara Scott very well; she was a driving force behind the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People legislation. 

Members will remember that at the beginning of the year an investigation and report was completed—that is, the 
Blaxell inquiry into the abuse of children at St Andrew’s Hostel, Katanning. When that report was released, this 
government supported all the recommendations and stated at the time that the best pathway forward was to put 
the role of investigating the complaints of child abuse with the commissioner. We are now 12 months down the 
road from that inquiry and we still do not have any activation of those recommendations at present because the 
office of the children’s commissioner was due to be reviewed and that review was started at the beginning of this 
year. The review was tabled with the Attorney General in May this year. The Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People understands that the Attorney General asked for some further 
information. That has been provided. I have been informed that the Attorney General has the further information 
he required, but here we are, a few weeks from Christmas, 12 months down the line from the Blaxell inquiry 
being completed. Profound and lasting impacts on the lives of many people were revealed in that inquiry, but we 
still do not have a process for managing these complaints or a way of educating the public that it is indeed safe to 
complain. In light of what is happening with the national inquiry into this issue, one needs to only open a 
newspaper or turn on the television to hear yet another report of not just past and historic abuse, but how this can 
still be happening in our community. At the moment in Western Australia we have no way of managing this as 
recommended by the Blaxell report. I do not think that is a situation that this house should accept. The 
government and the opposition should work together to make sure that we have a report of the review tabled in 
this house as a matter of urgency. I assume that the government agrees with me on this, and I assume that it 
would move as quickly as possible to get this review completed and to have the report tabled.  

While we have been waiting, we have spent 12 months with an acting Commissioner for Children and Young 
People, because Michelle Scott’s appointment ran out 12 months ago. We are now facing her resignation on 
9 December, so we will have no children’s commissioner as of 9 December. What will happen in the interim? 
The recruitment process for that position took seven months when it was first done. There is a requirement in the 
act for children to be consulted in that process, and that is why it takes some time to go through. I assume that 
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the Public Sector Commission will run the process but we are in danger of going into yet another year without 
the position of children’s commissioner being filled. Members, including the Premier, should remember what 
they said about the urgent need for this position. 

May I have an extension, Mr Acting Speaker? 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P. Abetz): Unfortunately I cannot grant you one. 

Ms L.L. BAKER: I was just remembering what was said when this legislation was first debated about the 
critical need for a children’s commissioner. This was before the Blaxell inquiry and before the dreadful truth 
about some of the dreadful things that have happened to children in our state was uncovered and made public. 
We still see this going on in our community, but we still have not addressed a complaints system that children 
feel safe with or, indeed, to which adults, looking back on the lives, feel comfortable about approaching to lodge 
complaints that reveal what has happened to them in their lives. From conversations that I and my committee 
have had, I believe that the recommendations that have gone to the Attorney General are not significant in terms 
of what needs to be done in the act. The areas that I have been made aware of are, firstly, the possible need to do 
some tidying up of some parts of the legislation, certainly around the appointment of the commissioner; 
secondly, the terms under which the commissioner is appointed; thirdly, the amendments to the act to allow for 
an acting commissioner to be appointed within public service guidelines; and, fourthly, tightening the terms of 
reference for the commissioner and giving some more meaning to her role as an advocate. There are also 
recommendations concerning what is required if the children’s commissioner is to take on the roles that Blaxell 
outlined for her in the future. Should it be an investigative role? What will be the educational and outreach 
functions in the commissioner’s office? How will she receive or refer complaints? What support services are 
there for children or adults who lodge complaints? How do we monitor what is being done in other departments 
that deal with the issues of child abuse? 

We are under the impression that the office of children’s commissioner will need to be filled as a matter of 
urgency. I look forward to this government living up to the promises it made in 2005, when it was in opposition, 
about supporting this position. I look forward to seeing the commissioner being appointed as a matter of urgency 
and I am sure that I speak on behalf of my committee when I say that it has been a complete pleasure to work 
with Michelle Scott for the short time we have been privileged to do so, and I look forward to the appointment of 
someone of equal calibre filling a position of equal importance and executive function with independence from 
executive government. 

MS E. EVANGEL (Perth) [10.24 am]: I rise to speak as a member of the Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People. I would like to acknowledge and congratulate my fellow 
committee members, particularly the Chair of the committee, the member for Maylands, from whom we just 
heard. I acknowledge her strong leadership as Chair and her commitment to children and young people in 
Western Australia. I can clearly see that she shares my passion for and commitment to improving the lives and 
opportunities for children and young people in our state, which is an extraordinary thing. Additionally, I would 
like to acknowledge the contributions of fellow committee members Hon Robyn McSweeney and 
Hon Sally Talbot, who are equally passionate and devoted to our collective work on this important committee. 

It is an honour to be a member of the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People. In the short time that I have been in this place and a member of this committee, I have developed a 
greater understanding of the role of our commissioner and the extraordinary work she does relating to young 
people in our state and, indeed, the extraordinary potential for greater achievements. Across the state we have 
numerous government departments, incorporated organisations and not-for-profit organisations engaged in issues 
relating to and affecting our youth.  

An important role of the commissioner is to engage with, extract and streamline information and services, so that 
our young people can gain better and direct benefits. We recently learnt that Commissioner Michelle Scott’s 
tenure has indeed concluded, and I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge her work in recent years. I 
have had the pleasure of meeting her only twice within our committee environment; however, I have viewed 
many of the works and programs she has undertaken in her role. I particularly admire her work in the area of the 
mental health of children and young people, and in identifying that a more equitable, comprehensive and 
coordinated approach was needed to ensure that services and programs that meet children and young people’s 
mental health and wellbeing were established and made available wherever children and young people live in 
Western Australia. 

It is interesting to note the extent and prevalence of mental health–related issues amongst young people in our 
state. In fact, I was surprised when I first read some of the related statistics in this report. For example, that one 
in six children and young people have a mental health problem; 25 per cent of parents and carers think their child 
needs special help for emotional problems; Aboriginal children and young people are at higher risk of mental 
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health problems; and that Australian children rank thirteenth out of 23 OECD countries, and Aboriginal children 
twenty-third out of 24 OECD countries, in the area of mental health. In her work in this area the commissioner 
has identified three key strategies for combating mental health issues amongst our young: adequate services to 
reflect growing needs; recognition of early years intervention and prevention; and involving children and young 
people in mental health services. I support her findings and her work in this area. 

I also would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the work of the not-for-profit youth-focused groups 
that have worked with the commissioner at an advisory level. I think this is extremely important to the 
development of these strategies. Only yesterday, our committee was briefed by the Youth Advisory Council of 
WA—located, I might add, in my electorate of Perth—on the work and advice it gives to the commissioner and 
the kinds of issues it sees as needing to be addressed in the immediate and near future. Our discussions with the 
chief executive officer, Mr Craig Comrie, who is an extraordinary young man, and Mr Shaun Wyn-Jones, the 
policy officer with YACWA, revealed that five areas are considered priority issues for children and young 
people in Western Australia. I will briefly run through these, as I believe they are very significant and could 
provide a framework for our committee in moving forward for the betterment of youth and children in WA.  

The first priority is health and general wellbeing, particularly the provision of sexual health support services, and 
a focus on youth homelessness, which is growing at quite a frightening rate. The second priority is juvenile 
justice. It is interesting to note that 96 per cent of our youth never come into contact with the law; it is the 
remaining four per cent who offend and may go on to reoffend, so better rehabilitation programs are viewed as 
being important in breaking the reoffending cycle. The third priority is access to education and employment; the 
fourth is youth-friendly service delivery; and the fifth is workforce capability, encompassing professional 
development and low-cost training. I think that, in moving forward as a committee, it is important to have this 
feedback coming directly from the people who are greatly affected by what we do as a government. I would like 
to thank the Youth Advisory Council, and I look forward to working with it towards achieving greater outcomes 
in these important priority areas. 

Additionally, I would like to quickly note a particular interest of mine, which is alcohol consumption by young 
people. I would like to acknowledge the work of the commissioner in her February 2011 issues paper, “Young 
People and Alcohol”, which serves as a great tool in combating this growing problem amongst our youth. I 
believe we need to continue to invest in the education of our youth, and that should be tackled at an early stage 
of their growing development, particularly for those in the late primary school years and entering into the early 
secondary school years. I have mentioned on a number of occasions that in my former role as a councillor, I 
chaired the Perth City Liquor Accord. One of the great pieces of work the City of Perth supported, in conjunction 
with the City of Canning, was a DVD called The Gathering. This is used as an educational tool to explore all of 
the effects that drugs have on youth and the ways in which drugs affect the lives of not only young people but 
also their friends and families, and it outlines how things can go chaotically wrong when alcohol is misused. 
Work such as this enhances our opportunity to address this serious problem. I would like more investment in 
education and programs that directly go to children at an early age before they commence using substances to 
teach them the correct way to use those substances and that abstaining until the age of 18 years is indeed the best 
thing for their physical, professional and health interests.  

I have thoroughly enjoyed my brief eight months on the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People. It has been a wonderful environment to work in. There are great people on the 
committee, and there are good opportunities to make some significant inroads into making better the lives of our 
children and young people. I applaud the good work of the Commissioner for Children and Young People and 
look forward to being part of the process from a distance. The new commissioner has an extremely important 
role to play and I certainly value that role from where I sit as a committee member.  

How could I forget to extend a massive big thank you to Lucy Roberts! Although she has started working for the 
committee only recently, it is as though she has been there forever. I would like to thank Liz Kerr, too, who 
worked with us briefly, and Loraine Abernethie, who was with us to begin with. We have had great support in 
the three ladies I have just mentioned. I thank them for all the work they do.  
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