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DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT - RESOURCES 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [9.54 pm]:  Last week I met with Prudence Ford to discuss the 
Department for Community Development’s resources.  Ms Ford has been employed by the government to 
undertake a review of the department to determine how it can operate more efficiently and on what the money 
should be spent.  I do not have the terms of reference of that review with me.  I was asked for my input and 
ideas, which I very much appreciated.  However, I did not appreciate that Ms Ford had a Premier’s staffer with 
her, and I was not informed that that person was a Premier’s staffer until after I had finished speaking.  If I had 
been, I probably would have asked her to leave.  She took two pages of notes, and I thought that was rather rude.  
However, as I said, I appreciated being able to give my views. 

Foster care is an issue in which I take a keen interest.  Throughout Australia, 20 000 children are in foster care, 
and 2 200 of those children are in Western Australia.  When I chaired the select committee, I was very concerned 
that some of these children are being placed in homes three, six, nine or 18 times.  One of them had been placed 
23 times.  The view that I have long held is that if the time is taken to place a child in a home that is suitable for 
that child and the correct supports are in place for the family, the placement is likely to be long term and will not 
break down.  At present, a child is placed in a home because it is crisis time.  Therefore, the child goes to 
whoever is available at that time.  I do not believe that the system that the government has in place is child 
focused, and many reports state that the Department for Community Development is not child focused. 

I will not go over old ground, but I want the government to listen to my proposals.  In July I went to the United 
Kingdom to find out how the UK manages its children in care.  It has some 90 000 children in care at any given 
time.  I was rather astounded when I was told about the adoption of foster children.  Authorities in the UK take 
the view that when children go into care, they will never go back home.  Therefore, when a child is about four 
years and three months old, that child is adopted out, and it is a closed adoption.  If the child has siblings, 
sometimes letter drops are allowed, but the child is to all intents and purposes adopted out and has no further 
contact with his or her biological parents.  Thirty-eight per cent of children in foster care have been adopted out, 
and the UK government wants 50 per cent to be adopted out.  I find that to be extremely harsh.  When I asked 
whether there was any controversy about that policy in the UK, I was told that there was not.  That was stated by 
all the groups to which I spoke. 
However, I want to put forward the proposition of guardianship.  Guardianship has been in place legislatively in 
the UK since 2002, or perhaps a bit before that.  In 1998 guardianship was in place in the UK, but it was 
enshrined in law in 2002.  It is called special guardianship, and it is to give a child permanency.  Special 
guardianship is a legal option intended to provide permanence for children for whom adoption is not appropriate.  
A special guardianship order gives the special guardian parental responsibility for the child.  Unlike adoption, 
under a special guardianship order the parents remain the child’s parents and retain parental responsibility, 
though their ability to exercise their parental responsibility is extremely limited.  The intention is that the special 
guardian will have clear responsibility for all the day-to-day decisions about caring for the child and for taking 
any other decisions about the child’s upbringing; for example, his or her education.  A special guardian may 
exercise parental responsibility to the exclusion of others with parental responsibility, such as the birth parents, 
and without needing to consult them in all but a few circumstances. 
A special guardianship order will give the carer clear responsibility for all aspects of caring for the child and for 
making decisions to do with his or her upbringing, and provide a firm foundation on which to build a lifelong 
permanent relationship between the carer and the child.  It gives permanency.  It is not foster care; it is 
permanency.  I believe that is the way that we in Australia need to go, and I am advocating that the Western 
Australian government should look at that first.  A special guardianship order will preserve the basic legal link 
between the child or young person and his or her birth family, and be accompanied by proper access to a full 
range of support services.  A special guardianship order is flexible and can work in a variety of situations, such 
as for older children who do not wish to be legally separated from their birth family but who could benefit from 
greater legal security and permanence, and for children in long-term foster care or those who are cared for on a 
permanent basis by members of their wider family.  If I get time at the end of my speech, I will go back to that, 
or I will speak about it further on another day while I am in Parliament. 

My second proposal for the government is that when mandatory reporting is legislated for, it must establish a 
separate section in the Department for Community Development, staffed by professionals to deal only with 
mandated reporting; that is, to deal only with the professionals who are mandated to report.  I do not for one 
minute imagine that mandatory reporting will stop child abuse; nothing will ever do that.  However, it does put 
the spotlight on child abuse and sends a message to all and sundry that child abuse is against the law.  One of the 
downsides of mandatory reporting is that, as is the case in Tasmania at present, it can overload a system that 
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does not have the resources and is not equipped to cope with the demand from some 2 500 to 13 000 reports.  
Tasmania is not the only state that is under pressure. 

This government has a chance to put the resources where they are needed and then introduce mandatory 
reporting, but it must do many things before that.  Mandatory reporting works well if it is set up properly to cope 
with the influx of reporting.  The section to be set up within the Department for Community Development to 
handle mandatory reporting needs to have its own phone line, separate from the general reporting section.  The 
section should be staffed by qualified social workers, psychologists, team leaders and professionals who will 
work with the mandated professionals, such as teachers, childcare workers, doctors and nurses - whoever is 
mandated to report.  By doing it this way, general DCD officers will not be overloaded.  They can still be used 
for information and liaison, but the new section will have the responsibility to deal with the initial referral.  I 
realise that this becomes difficult outside the metropolitan area, but I am sure that regional visits using air travel 
and cars are not unrealistic.  If the department was talking to me about flying in relief staff, I am sure that it can 
fly these people around the state.  It is for the government to look at the logistics of doing things like that; I am 
just putting the idea out there and saying that it can work.  Chief executive officers do it on a regular basis.  

DCD must also employ clinical psychologists trained in child abuse to run training sessions for these people on 
how to detect child abuse.  It is not easy, but it needs to be done around the state.  Training should be given to 
teachers, childcare workers, doctors and nurses.  They will need to know what to look for.  It sounds silly saying 
that a doctor does not know what to look for, but a doctor is not trained in how to detect child abuse, and neither 
are social workers.  It is a real failing in every state.  Many do not know, and from my own experience I know it 
is hard to detect.  I was asked to speak at a conference on child abuse organised by the Advocates for Survivors 
of Child Abuse, with Magistrate Sue Gordon, Michelle Stubbs and Freda Briggs, a professor who specialises in 
child abuse.  The conference was chaired by Paul Murray.  One survivor of child abuse said that she was an 
A-grade student and great at sport.  She always wanted to stay at school, no matter what the reason, because she 
did not want to go home.  The abuse started when she was eight years old.  Many people think that a child who is 
failing at school, is not good at sport and is not keen would be a good candidate for being considered a child 
abuse victim, but that is not so.  So many different aspects must be looked for.  Training of professionals by 
professionals needs to be in place before mandatory reporting is legislated for.  It will be legislated for; this state 
will bring it in.  Every other state has done so, and this government has a chance to do it properly.  It needs to be 
done properly; it cannot be done in an ad hoc fashion.  
 


