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YOUTH — VOLATILE SUBSTANCE USE 
Statement 

HON ROBIN SCOTT (Mining and Pastoral) [6.20 pm]: This morning, I received two emails that were forwarded 
to me from a senior community member from a regional town in my electorate. I was very disturbed reading the 
emails. It told a sad and distressing story that is unfolding right at this very moment. I have the emails with me, and 
rather than tell the story myself, I intend to read from them. I would love to table these documents, but there is 
simply too much information in them identifying those involved. I will be very careful not to identify those people. 
By way of background, the emails are written by a counsellor. By that, I mean a social worker who is working to 
assist vulnerable Aboriginal people in a regional town. The emails concern the case of a 15-year-old child and the 
counsellor’s dealings with that child. It is evident from the emails that the child has a severe problem with VSU. 
For those who do not know, VSU stands for volatile substance use, and often can be described as sniffing such 
things as glue, paint or solvents. It has become very apparent that the situation is so bad that death is a very real, 
even likely, possibility. I want to read a large part of the email. I have changed only the words that identify those 
involved. I quote — 

It is my opinion that we will lose this young … if we don’t act in … best interests as a matter or priority. 
… is dying before our eyes and we need to intervene immediately. 
I am now visiting … on a daily basis—mostly to check to see if … is still alive. 
… VSU is escalating … is now sniffing paint and tyre shine, and … is losing … voice …  respiratory 
system will be the next to go. 
I know that … has been self-harming in this way since … was 6 years of age, but I fear that … hasn’t got 
far to go before our next meeting is discussing … funeral … body can’t handle this level of self-harm for 
much longer. 

In the second email, the counsellor writes of the impact of this behaviour on the child, and the community more 
widely. I again quote — 

… seeks me out in the … office, as … has nowhere else to go. 
Most of the time … is intoxicated from VSU and stares blankly rocking back and forth, unable to 
communicate and is numb to emotion. 
… is unsupervised and resides in sub-par accommodation with others who also have addiction and abuse 
issues. 
… lacks adequate food and nutrition and sleeps in an unfurnished room on the floors. … is a child and no 
one is looking after … 
… is committing crimes in the area, causing wars with local community members and now has started to 
influence young local kids into VSU. 
… is a risk to … but also other more impressionable youngsters in the town, and the general community. 

As a parliamentarian, this makes my gut churn. I have seen evidence of similar situations everywhere in my 
electorate. Everyone knows this is not an isolated case. Most importantly, in one email the counsellor stated — 

Being the age that …is, the state and guiding institutions need to pick … up and help … as … has nowhere 
else to turn and no responsible adult to advocate for … 
Under the current conditions I can’t utilise my skills to counsel … when … is so close to not surviving.  
We need to address … health and addictions as a matter or priority. 

Let me stop there for a moment so we can take stock. A counsellor, a person on the front line, with experience and 
training, is saying that they can do no more and it is up to the state to help these dying children. Where is the 
government? This is exactly why the media have called out the government in reports both today and yesterday. The 
government parades about puffing out its chest with an announcement that it will stop wheel clamping and puppy 
farming, and reduce TAFE fees for students, while children are still dying on its watch. 
An election year brings out the worst in major parties, and that is what we are seeing here. Really, honestly, how 
much worse can it get when the government would go after the low-hanging populist fruit of wheel clamping when 
our kids are dying? We do not even have legislation against VSU—it is legal in Western Australia—yet other states 
do. Right now it is completely legal to go around sniffing solvents. Where are our priorities? This is not political; 
this is not pointscoring; this is real life. I do not know how government members can sleep at night. The counsellor 
went on in the email to suggest two courses of action to start this child’s recovery. I quote — 

… and help … take control of … self-harming behaviour. 
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1. Remove … from … current living situation, and place … in 24/7 professional care—ideally youth 
rehabilitation. 
… family member, who … resides with, has been deemed unsuitable … and looking after other children. 
This means that … is unsupervised, falling between the cracks and not getting the proper support and care 
that … needs. 
… unlimited access to solvents and … addiction to volatile substances is progressing. 

I just want to stop and make a point. The course of action that the counsellor suggests in bold print in the email is 
to remove this child from their living situation. When frontline counsellors are recommending removing children 
from their homes as an urgent course of action, it must be considered as an option. This is not racism; this is not 
the stolen generation; this is crisis care for those who will die if we do not step in and break the cycle. I say to the 
government that while it continues to do nothing, it will have blood on its hands. 
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