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SERVICES FOR THE HEARING-IMPAIRED 
Grievance 

MR A.J. SIMPSON (Darling Range — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.34 am]: My grievance today is to the 
Premier, but also to you, Mr Speaker, regarding services for the deaf in Western Australia.  

Imagine what life would be like as a deaf person, without the simple things that we take for granted in this life, 
such as waking up in the morning, listening to the radio, sharing breakfast with one’s family and talking about 
the day’s events. Do members know that 95 per cent of deaf children are born to hearing parents who have little 
or no experience of deafness? Can members imagine how different the conversation over breakfast would be? 
Most deaf children do not have the same opportunities as their hearing siblings—for example, driving to school 
with music playing in the background and the conversation about the day at school or a trip into the country at 
the weekend. A deaf child is not involved in those activities. 

It is frustrating for parents to try to communicate with their deaf child. How could they express effectively how 
they feel or what they need from their parents, or vice versa? Parents want to strengthen family life and 
effectively equip themselves to positively parent their deaf children with a shared language and effective 
communication skills. This can be achieved through Australian sign language. The key challenge for families in 
Western Australia is to acquire funding and access to programs such as “Auslan for Families” and interpreting. 
In Western Australia approximately 20 families need “Auslan for Families” each year, which is a weekly home-
based family tutoring program.  

A typical example in the daily life of a deaf child or adult is visiting a chemist and trying to explain simple 
symptoms—for instance, explaining he has a sore throat that makes the person feel as though he is swallowing 
razor blades. Even adults find it difficult to obtain basic medicine across the counter.  

The Premier will agree that life as a deaf person has its challenges. Today in the public gallery there are nearly 
50 people from our deaf community. They all experience different levels of hearing; some can use the closed 
loop hearing system, while others rely on interpreting.  

An Australian Bureau of Statistics national health survey estimates that in Western Australia 211 000 people of 
all ages have complete or partial deafness. Even today, as we stand here in this house of the people, we do not 
acknowledge the deaf people in our community. Only two weeks ago the Community Development and Justice 
Standing Committee held a forum in this chamber on the developmental needs of Western Australian children. 
Although a representative of the deaf community attended the forum, that person had to lobby for an interpreter. 
After lengthy discussions, the WA Deaf Society interpreting service was paid through an allocation from the 
committee. There is no allocated fund in the Parliament.  

Mr Speaker, as you can imagine, we provide many ways for people to access Parliament. Unfortunately, the 
printed Hansard will not be available until next Tuesday, and if people wanted to communicate with or interact 
with a committee, they would have to obtain the services of an interpreter. The Parliament needs to look at this 
situation. I have written to Mr Speaker and to the President of the Legislative Council to find a way forward so 
that we can correct this anomaly.  

The problem extends beyond this house, Mr Speaker; in fact, it goes to every member of Parliament. Let us 
suppose that a deaf constituent wanted to meet with a member of Parliament next week. We would have to 
organise the services of an interpreter. Who would pay for this interpreter? We all receive electoral allowances 
that pay for our mobile phones, postage, printing, stationery, membership and sponsorship, but nowhere does it 
say that we must allocate a fund for interpreting for the hearing impaired or for language translations.  

As the Premier will realise, the problem is far more widespread than in this Parliament. The Public Sector 
Commissioner’s circular 2009-01 reads — 

The Language Services Policy (LSP) 2008 supports State Government agencies in developing effective 
communication between staff and clients to improve service delivery to all Western Australians. 

Government Agencies are required to have policies for funding and delivering translation and 
interpreting services that take account of relevant government policy, legal circumstances and the needs 
of current and potential clients. 

Also, “A Guide to Disability Access and Inclusion Plan (DAIPs) for Western Australia Public Authorities” 
states — 

People with disabilities receive information from a public authority in a format that will enable them to 
access the information as readily as other people are able to access it.  



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 20 August 2009] 

 p6290a-6290a 
Mr Tony Simpson; Mr Colin Barnett 

 [2] 

As I have been saying, the situation that has unfolded is that limited services are available for the Parliament and 
for local members to assist deaf people and people who may need an interpreter. I therefore ask the Premier to 
look at this issue and consider providing some funding to the Department of the Premier and Cabinet to enable 
members of our deaf community to have full access to the Parliament and to their local members. I would like to 
lay on the table for the remainder of this sitting day a fact sheet about the deaf community.  

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

The SPEAKER: Order! Before the Premier rises to respond to that grievance, I just want to say to the member 
for Darling Range that members in this place are not able to direct a grievance to the Speaker. I notice that the 
member did that at the beginning of his speech. I make the comment that I am certainly happy to meet with the 
member and discuss the issues he has raised, but there is not a process available to grieve to the Speaker. 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [9.40 am]: I thank the member for Darling Range for raising this 
matter. Indeed, I and other members are very aware of the time and attention that the member gives to issues of 
disability, particularly deafness. I also note the Speaker’s comment a moment ago.  

I think it would be impossible to imagine the sense of isolation that deaf people experience. Children who are 
born with deafness, or acquire deafness through some condition, experience isolation from their family and their 
peers, and at school. It happens to be the case that there is a school for deaf children at Mosman Park Primary 
School in my electorate, and, prior to the establishment of that school, a school for deaf children had for many 
years been attached to Cottesloe Primary School. Therefore, as the member for Cottesloe, I have had quite a lot 
of contact over the years with the issues that arise with the education of children who have a total or partial loss 
of hearing.  

As the member said, the deaf community is a significant size. There are some 200 000 people, or more, with 
either partial or total deafness just within Western Australia. It is a very common and widespread disability. The 
point that the member raised about the provision of services in the Parliament for the deaf community is 
particularly important. Parliament is the people’s house. Parliament is the place where the rights and freedoms of 
our citizens are protected. That is why we have open debates in the Parliament. That is why we have television 
coverage of our debates. That is why people are able to attend committee hearings and the like. If a matter is 
being inquired into by a committee and people in the community who have hearing limitations want to 
participate in those hearings, it is incumbent upon the Parliament to meet the needs of those people for 
interpreter or translation services. I hope that both the Speaker and the President will look at the capacity of the 
Parliament to ensure that, if requested, those services are provided for parliamentary committees. If the 
Parliament feels unable to fund that from its existing resources, the government would be prepared to look at 
some—presumably modest—allocation of funding to deal with that. As I have said, it is incumbent upon the 
Parliament to ensure that all members of our community can access the proceedings of the Parliament. In saying 
that, I am referring in particular to committees. 

I turn now to the situation of members of Parliament. From time to time we would all, as members of Parliament, 
have experienced a situation in which a person with deafness wanted to speak with us as their local member. 
From my experience, such a person would usually be accompanied by a family member or another person who 
could provide interpreter services. However, that is not always the case. In the first instance, it would be the 
responsibility of that local member of Parliament to assist that constituent. That is why all members of 
Parliament receive an electoral allowance. It is precisely for that purpose. An electoral allowance is not just for 
postage and printing expenses; it is to assist us to do our job of serving our constituents.  

However, I recognise that on occasions a member of Parliament might need to have a prolonged series of 
meetings with a person who has limited hearing, and that the cost of that could be significant. Therefore, I will 
undertake to look at whether it would be appropriate to provide to Parliament a modest level of funding that 
members would have the right to draw upon for that purpose. I stress again that in the first instance I would 
expect members of Parliament to use their electoral allowance. However, in a situation that might continue over 
a number of meetings or a number of weeks, there should be some capacity for members to seek additional 
funding through Parliament, at the discretion of the Speaker and the President. I will, therefore, discuss with 
them the allocation of some funding to Parliament to meet that need.  

I think that answers the points raised, and I congratulate the member for Darling Range for raising the issue of 
equality of access to parliamentary proceedings, and to their local member of Parliament, for people with limited 
hearing. I thank the member. 
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