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CHILDREN IN CARE — UNDER SIX YEARS OF AGE 

Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [10.10 pm]: Last week and this week I have asked questions in 
this Parliament about how many children under the age of six are in care. I was told that the number is 1 127—
626 non-Aboriginal children and 501 Aboriginal children. I then asked for a breakdown of Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal children who had been in multiple placements. I was told that 152 Aboriginal children under the age 
of six had been placed more than three times. I found out that a one-year-old baby had been placed 16 times. The 
minister has said that on a count-back system, this baby probably would have been placed with different people 
at least six times. Therefore, that is 10 times that that baby would have been moved from somewhere to nowhere, 
and then back to somewhere. At the other end of the scale, a five-year-old boy had been placed 17 times.  

When I asked the minister for a breakdown today, I was told that instead of 152 Aboriginal children having had 
more than three placements, the correct figure was 100. That is a bit like what the government does with the 
budget—when it wants to fudge the figures, it uses the phrase “in real terms”. However, in the case of these 
children, these figures are very real, and they certainly should not be looked upon as a count-back system. I 
understand that the Department for Child Protection counts as a placement the hospital where the baby is born. 
That is not logical. I note also that if a child is placed with the same carer twice during the same period of care, it 
is counted as one placement. That may be all right for the department, but what about the child? It means that the 
child has been placed with another carer and has then been placed back with the carer it had originally. The 
government has been bean counting. However, unfortunately, the child must feel like a jumping bean.  

I was told also that 142 non-Aboriginal children had had multiple placements; that is, more than three 
placements. When that is calculated on a count-back basis, or in real terms, it turns out that the figure is 74 for 
non-Aboriginal children. Therefore, instead of 294 children having been placed in multiple homes, 174 children 
were placed in multiple homes. However, no matter how we look at these figures, they are not good. As I have 
said, 120 kids have been moved from somewhere to nowhere, and then back to somewhere.  

I was told also that of the nine children aged one year, four have had four placements and five have had five 
placements in real terms. Of the 26 children aged five years, 15 have had four placements, five have had five 
placements, two have had six placements, three have had seven placements, and one has had eight placements. 
These are non-Aboriginal children. Why on earth has a child under the age of six had eight placements? Of the 
19 Aboriginal children aged one year, eight have had four placements, six have had five placements, one has had 
six placements, three have had eight placements, and one has had 16 placements. Of the 39 children aged five 
years, eight have had four placements, 15 have had five placements, eight have had six placements, one has had 
nine placements, one has had 14 placements and one has had 16 placements. This is totally unacceptable.  

Even if we scale back the numbers of some of these placements because they include where the children were 
born and placement in the same place twice, they are still shocking figures, given that the children are under six 
years of age. It should not be happening. The department clearly knows the poor outcomes, the greater risk of 
abuse, and the problems that come with poor social skills, education and communication abilities—the list is 
both endless and well documented. I chaired a select committee that the minister was part of before she was 
Minister for Child Protection; it was a very steep learning curve for her and she saw firsthand what multiple 
home placements did to children in care. I remember the homes that those children were placed into, especially 
the Aboriginal children. The minister well knows that I was absolutely shocked at what the department regarded 
as allowable.  

Page 81 of the select committee report states — 

The placement of three children with a relative carer was maintained even though the assessment of the 
relative carer had revealed that an alternative placement was urgently required. Some of the factors on 
which the recommendation was based included inadequate housing facilities, the tendency of the 
relative carer to take little parenting responsibility for her own children, the relative carer’s existing 
substance abuse, the relative carer’s demonstrated lack of understanding of children’s nutritional, health 
and educational requirements, and the relative carer’s initial reluctance to engage with the DCD. 

After unsuccessful attempts to find alternative placements for the children . . .  

These children were left with this carer. This particular relative carer was Aboriginal. I will not say anything 
further on this tonight, except that I am extremely disappointed that this is still occurring, and I have proof of it. I 
will discuss the Aboriginal child placement policy further at another time.  
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It is not only this policy that needs to change. If we can have 142 non-Aboriginal children scaled back to 74 
multiple placements when they are only virtually babies, we must go back to basics. It all comes back to the 
assessments. I spent a great deal of time considering assessments during the last inquiry, and they are still not 
being done properly. If they are done correctly in the first place, the child has a stable placement. I am calling for 
an overall inquiry to ascertain why this is happening to such young ones. I want to know why it continues to 
happen. Government members should go out to the jails and ask the prisoners whether they were foster children, 
whether they were abused and what educational level they went to. Stability and continuity are necessary. The 
state has a duty of care to ensure that it places children correctly the first time so that they do not feel like 
outcasts.  

House adjourned at 10.18 pm 
__________ 

 
 
 
 
 


