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FOETAL ALCOHOL SPECTRUM DISORDER 

Statement by Minister for Community Services 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West — Minister for Community Services) [10.06 am]: Foetal alcohol 
spectrum disorder—FASD—is an umbrella term describing the range of effects that can occur in a child whose 
mother drank alcohol during pregnancy. These effects, which could have lifelong implications, may include 
physical, mental, behavioural and learning disabilities. FASD is caused by maternal alcohol consumption during 
pregnancy. Alcohol can harm an unborn baby in different ways at different times during pregnancy. Alcohol is a 
neurotoxin—poison—and a teratogen, which is an agent that is known to cause birth defects and permanent 
brain injury in the foetus. 

The National Health and Medical Research Council’s guidelines recommend that for women who are pregnant 
or planning a pregnancy, not drinking is the safest option. FASD is preventable. As Greek philosopher Plato 
stated, “Children should not be made in body that is saturated with drunkenness; what is growing in the mother 
should be compact, well attached and calm.” Staff in my department, the Department for Communities, in areas 
such as Parenting WA and the Best Start program often have contact from families or foster carers requesting 
practical parenting advice and support. Another key area of concern has been identified among grand-carers—
grandparents who are carers. Many have children with FASD in their care and need access to quality information 
about how they can most effectively raise these children. 

The driving force behind the department’s initiatives in this area has been June Councillor. June is the senior 
practice development officer for Aboriginal Early Years and is currently on secondment to the Ombudsman’s 
office. June is also the chair of the FASD Network, which is an interagency group that brings together people 
from both government and non-government who are interested in FASD. It is an appropriate recognition of 
June’s work that she was awarded a Churchill Fellowship and will be pursuing her work around FASD in the 
United States of America and Canada later this year. 

Discussion in groups such as the FASD Network about developing a training and resource package to fit the very 
diverse range of learning needs resulted in the Department for Communities contracting Ms Carolyn Hartness to 
work with Western Australian agencies and communities during June and July 2009. Ms Hartness is a FASD 
expert educator from the United States. The Department of Health and the Department of Corrective Services 
assisted with arranging a range of forums and workshops during Carolyn’s visit. A key outcome from this visit 
has been the development of a resource package on FASD to fit the Australian context. “Foetal Alcohol 
Spectrum Disorder — A Community Resource for Western Australia” has been piloted with the Department for 
Communities’ own service delivery staff as well as other interested government and non-government agencies. 
The department is currently working with the Department of Health and the Drug and Alcohol Office to finalise 
this FASD community resource guide. This interagency approach has identified an information gap in the 
community and has led to the production of a booklet titled “Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder — Information 
for people working with children and families”, which I will be publicly releasing shortly and providing copies 
to members to distribute. I hope that all members will join with me in raising awareness about FASD and, 
importantly, the message that there is no safe amount of alcohol consumption during pregnancy.  

Consideration of the statement made an order of the day for the next sitting, on motion by Hon Ed Dermer. 
 


