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CHILD PROTECTION RALLY 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [9.48 pm]:  Last week I attended the child protection rally on the 
steps of Parliament House, with Department for Community Development caseworkers who were protesting.  
They placed 900 pairs of shoes on the steps, representing 900 children who were not being processed by the state 
in any way - potential lives.  This rally was organised by the union, and the Minister for Community 
Development, Hon David Templeman, was asked to speak.  Much to my surprise, only one other person was 
asked to speak, and that was the union secretary.  It seemed to me to be a competition about who could 
compliment the other the most.  In Aussie slang terms, they were licking each other�s boots.  It is no surprise to 
see that the union is in bed with the government once again.  I was absolutely disgusted with Minister 
Templeman, because he looked at the crowd and said that the opposition was lying in Parliament, under 
parliamentary privilege, and that we would not repeat what we said outside the house.  How low can this 
minister sink?  I have never even come close to lying about the Department for Community Development crisis.  
Certainly nothing would make me lie about the DCD crisis.  It is all over the front page of The West Australian, 
so I do not have to lie about anything.  I do not have to lie about what is sent to my office.  I have cases piled up 
on my desk, yet I no longer do social work.   

Today the government announced who would be on the review panel.  Surprise, surprise, guess whose name is 
on the list?  One name on the list is Jo Gaines, who is the union secretary.  Last week I called for extensive 
mandatory training for DCD workers.  At the moment, DCD caseworkers receive 3.5 hours of training to detect 
abuse.  Our 300 or so caseworkers are meant to detect abuse and are meant to remove children from their 
families even though they receive only 3.5 hours interview training to determine abuse.  That is disgraceful.  It is 
more than disgraceful.  What is more, there is no requirement for DCD caseworkers to be social workers.  There 
is no requirement for them to have a degree.  Even the position for child advocate that was recently advertised 
stated that it would be desirable for the successful applicant to have a degree.  It was not recognised in the need 
category.  If people are not trained as social workers and do not have any academic training whatsoever, and they 
receive 3.5 hours of training on how to interview a child, what do we get?  We will not get best practice.  That is 
what is happening in the department.  Nobody likes to say that caseworkers are not doing their job properly.  I 
know how hard it is to be a caseworker.  However, when 214 children in this state die under this government�s 
watch, something is going very wrong with DCD.  I believe that caseworkers need mandatory training from 
clinical psychologists who are trained in child abuse.  They also need a highly trained person to supervise the 
caseworkers.   

I have a letter from Maria Harries.  When I first met Maria she was involved with DCD.  I was doing some 
training and she was doing the lecturing for that training.  She is currently the Associate Professor and Discipline 
Chair for University of Western Australia Social Work.  She writes -  

In the light of recent events, the staff of the Discipline of Social Work and Social Policy at The 
University of Western Australia wish to express their support for the efforts of the Department for 
Community Development to contribute to and lead community efforts to protect children. 

As professionals practitioners and educators whose role is to equip future social workers, traditionally 
the �lead professionals� in this crucial area of welfare practice . . .  

She goes on to make a few points.  The letter further states -  

The current process of shaming, blaming and �witch-hunting� the many decent, hardworking 
practitioners who work in this fraught and complex area serves only to damage the very people who 
have the courage to do this difficult work. 

The opposition has never said anything bad about caseworkers.  I have always said that caseworkers should be 
given the resources to do their job.  I have also said that they must be given appropriate training.  The 
government is not training caseworkers properly.  Caseworkers receive eight weeks of training.  That eight 
weeks involves 3.5 miserable hours on how to interview children.  Maria Harries has written a glowing letter.  
However, it must be noted that the confidential report to Hon David Templeman, MLA, that appeared on the 
front page of The West Australian was prepared by Maria Harries.  According to my notes, she states -  

�It is not out of the question to consider that in cases such as this, the task of child protection is 
subverted into protection of the Department itself by adopting extreme interpretations of risk and 
vulnerability in its anxiety about possibly at-risk child clients and acting with excessive and 
unreasonable caution�.  
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I suggest that Dr Maria Harries should be very careful about writing letters to parliamentarians when she helped 
to write the review.  The review was written by Dr Allan Shafer, PhD, clinical psychologist and Associate 
Professor Maria Harries, PhD, University of Western Australia.  According to my notes, Maria Harries states -  

�She (the mother) appears to have become �the vilified enemy�.  Punitive comments are relentless and 
represent a culture that is, often, grossly disrespectful. 

She is talking about DCD being grossly disrespectful.  The quote continues -  

Christine appears to have been demonised.   

She is referring to a woman whose children were taken away because she needed a bit of help.  

I watched the union secretary on Stateline the other night.  She blames Roger Nicholls for the culture in DCD.  
How long ago was Roger Nicholls the responsible minister?  I think it was 13 years ago.  I think Roger did a 
good job.  He cleaned a few lefties out of the department.  He was going along quite nicely.  The sisterhood must 
not have liked that.  Jo Gaines, the union secretary who is part of the sisterhood and who in all probability was 
on Emily�s List, is on the committee.  She says that we should not blame people and that we should move 
forward.  She says that a royal commission would seek to blame.  The sisterhood uses a language that refers to 
blame and shame.  She says that we need time to find a solution and that we want a solution.  Further, she says 
that we should commit to properly fund DCD.  That is fine, because that is what the opposition wants too.  We 
want DCD to be properly resourced.  Roger Nicholls should not be blamed for the current culture in DCD.  We 
do not need to hear that type of language.  I used to be a contract caseworker; I know how hard it is.  I do not 
think that they know that I understand what it is like to be a caseworker.  She says that there is a culture of 
bullying and fear and that Roger Nicholls started the culture of bullying and fear.  If it were not for the 
opposition, the department would probably not have its $50 million.  

I have also considered the other people who will be on the advisory committee.  Gwenn Murray a nice person, 
but she collected approximately $80 000 in December 2005, which was about eight or nine months ago, after 
doing a report.  I chaired a select committee, of which Hon Giz Watson was a member.  Gwenn Murray�s report 
was along similar lines to the issues being explored by our committee.  Gwenn is a Queensland-based child 
protection expert.  Queensland�s child protection arrangements are in dire straits.  The reports that were done in 
Queensland were probably good reports, but they have not solved anything.  I do not know Alan McCagh and 
Darrell Henry.  However, I know Sue Ash.  She was a manager at the Department for Community Development.   
 


