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SELECT COMMITTEE ON THE ADEQUACY OF FOSTER CARE ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES 
BY THE DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, ESTABLISHMENT 

Motion 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [2.04 pm]:  I move - 

(1) That a select committee of three members is appointed to inquire and report into the adequacy 
of foster care assessment procedures within the Department for Community Development. 

(2) The committee is to inquire into and report on - 

(a) the circumstances surrounding the 30 cases of abuse of children in care that are 
alleged to have taken place between April 2004 and March 2005 as stated in the 
Legislative Council on 28 April 2005 by the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister 
for Community Development; 

(b) the adequacy and effectiveness of the assessment procedures for foster carer 
suitability in the department; 

(c) the adequacy and effectiveness of the assessment procedures for foster care suitability 
of relative or family placements in the department; 

(d) the establishment of an independent advocate for children in foster care; and 

(e) any other related matter that the committee considers relevant. 

(3) The committee’s power and procedures are the same as those of a committee established under 
chapter XXII, the provisions of which apply with such modifications or adaptations as may be 
required. 

(4) The committee is to report by 31 October 2005. 

Extension of Reporting Time 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I seek leave to change the reporting date from 31 October 2005 to 28 March 
2006. 

Leave denied. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  I will explain the position to members.  The honourable member has sought leave to extend 
the reporting time of the committee and leave has not been granted.  The honourable member has moved her 
motion and she will now speak to it.  The fact that leave has not been granted does not prevent the house from 
agreeing to the proposition that the reporting date be amended, because it is open to any other member to move 
such an amendment if he or she is so inclined.  I do not think members need get tied down with that matter at the 
moment. 

Motion Resumed 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I thank Hon Simon O’Brien for forgoing his motion, which is also very 
important and will be debated at another time.  I thank also Hon Giz Watson for her interest in and support of 
this motion.  We have both reached agreement on certain amendments, which Hon Giz Watson will move later. 
Yesterday in this house I moved without notice a motion to debate the issues of child abuse and I was absolutely 
disgusted when this government voted against it.  Why did the government not want this matter debated today?  
The reason the government did not want to debate it is that it is in damage control. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Why did you not bother to raise it with us beforehand?  Did you not think that a little bit of 
courtesy might have helped?  You are just politically grandstanding, and you know it.  If you were interested in 
getting this motion up, you would have raised the matter with the government and discussed it beforehand 
instead of ambushing the government.  You are not interested.  You are interested in political grandstanding.  Be 
honest about it. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  The government is playing politics. 
Several members interjected. 
The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  I gather this may become a heated debate.  I do not mind members 
interjecting if the interjections are neither too frequent nor too long. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  The Leader of the House disgusts me.  This is about child abuse. 
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Hon Kim Chance:  This is about politics.  Be honest. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No, it is not.  This motion has been on the notice paper since 5 May.  I have 
known for quite some time that the number of children who have been abused in state-assessed foster homes has 
been well above 100.  In fact, it has risen to almost 200 during the Gallop government’s term of office since 
Minister McHale has been the Minister for Community Development.  Since this motion was moved, a further 
12 cases have come to light.  It is appalling that 181 children have been abused.  Do not sit there and tell me that 
I am playing politics with 181 children whose lives will never be the same! 
Hon Kate Doust:  One hundred and three of them occurred under the previous government’s watch. 
Hon Kim Chance:  Is that so?  One hundred and three of them occurred under the previous government. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Those 181 children were taken away from their own homes because they were 
unsafe.  Most of the abuses have occurred under Minister McHale’s leadership. 
Several members interjected. 
The PRESIDENT:  I ask Hon Robin McSweeney to sit down for a moment.  The level of interjections is 
preventing the honourable member from presenting her position to the Council.  In those circumstances, it is 
appropriate for the honourable member to address her comments to me and for fewer interjections to occur. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  One hundred and eighty-one children have been taken from their own homes 
because they were unsafe.  They have been sexually abused or emotionally or physically neglected and put into 
homes that were meant to be safe for them.  I do not care which party is over there or here.  This is about 
children first and foremost.  The minister should know that, because far too many of them have been abused.  
Homes that have been assessed by the Department for Community Development were meant to be safe. 
Hon Kim Chance:  Why did you say it was done on our watch? 
The PRESIDENT:  Order, Leader of the House!  I am sure the Leader of the House will want to speak in this 
debate, and I trust that he will have the opportunity.  However, Hon Robin McSweeney must have the 
opportunity to speak first. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yesterday, the Minister for Community Development, Sheila McHale, 
announced that the government had asked an independent consultant, Ms Gwenn Murray, to examine the 
substantiated cases of harm to children in care since the Cant report.  The minister has been dragged kicking and 
screaming by the opposition to do something about her department.  I even suggested that if she does not take 
responsibility for her department, she should resign and allow the Premier to put someone else in charge.  The 
Minister for Community Development appears to be in blame mode - let us blame the child for being difficult.  
Would the minister not be difficult if she had been taken out of her home as a small child and placed in foster 
care with strangers who started hurting her?  Stop blaming the child or children and start looking at the 
department to see where the holes are.  Those holes are causing damage to our most precious resource: children.  
The minister has appointed one woman to inquire into 42 cases of child abuse in this state that have occurred in 
the past 15 months.  Gwenn Murray may very well be a good and capable person, but what an insult that is to all 
those children - in fact 181 children - who have been abused since Sheila McHale has been minister.  The 
government has the resources; why will it not inquire properly into this matter?  I stand by my belief that 181 
children have copped a double dose of abuse.  Why not have an inquiry?  What does the minister expect one 
woman to do?  Gwenn Murray comes from Queensland, which I add has had an extremely high rate of child 
abuse.  I watched a TV program late last year or the year before that reported that in one community every child 
under eight years of age had a sexually transmitted disease.  Peter Beattie, the Premier, was straight up-front 
about it and called it a national disgrace.  What does the minister think one independent report will do?  There 
should be an inquiry comprising many people examining this department.  This motion to appoint a select 
committee is on the notice paper and will get up, as Hon Giz Watson is as concerned as I am about this issue.  
Her office fields probably as many calls as my office does.  In fact, the girls in my office, Sandy Scott and 
Annemarie Mabbs, are fielding many calls.  The people on the other end of the line tell them horrific stories.  Of 
course they are not stories; they are calls from real people with real problems, DCD problems, and they are 
having trouble coping with them.  I thank the girls in my office for the work they do and I acknowledge that they 
are feeling very helpless at this time.   
I knew that the extent of the abuse was to well over 100 children.  Hon Barbara Scott asked the minister how 
many children in care had been abused between April 2004 and March 2005.  The answer was 30.  Hon Barbara 
Scott was as horrified as I was, as are all my colleagues on this side of the house.  I asked the minister how many 
children had been abused between May and now and was told a further 12 children.  The opposition is disgusted.  
We want this abuse stopped.  I cannot prevent child abuse in private homes, but I can certainly do something to 
try to prevent children who have been taken out of their homes and put into other homes from being unsafe - and 
probably more unsafe than they were in their own homes, from what I am seeing and hearing.   
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As a former child protection officer, I worked with abused children.  I do not claim to be an expert in child 
abuse; I was just someone who worked on the ground.  I did not come from the top of the department; I actually 
worked on the bottom rung.  I therefore know what it is like to be a social worker or welfare officer and to work 
with little ones who have been abused.  I do not claim to be an expert; no-one is.  I appreciate that it takes many 
people to work with a difficult child.  However, these children are difficult because they have been abused in 
their own homes and have then copped a double dose of abuse - I will continue to mention that frequently.  I 
worked for the Department for Community Development only on short contracts, in and out for two weeks here 
and three months there, because that was all I could stand.  It is very emotional work, as every member can 
imagine.   

Ms Murray’s terms of reference are to identify the strengths and weaknesses in the department’s practices.  
Minister McHale said that the terms of reference are exactly the same as those for the May 2005 report of Social 
Systems and Evaluation titled “Protecting Children in Care: A Way Forward for Foster Carers”.  The minister 
has gone to great pains to say that Ms Murray is independent of the consulting firm that the government uses for 
most sections of the department.  That is certainly not a slur against the consultants in that firm; it is just an 
observation.  Another one of Ms Murray’s terms of reference is to determine whether each case was 
appropriately classified.  Goodness me!  Did I read that right?  It is to determine whether each case was 
appropriately classified.  What are the managers in the minister’s department doing if they do not know how to 
classify these children?  I do not hold out much hope for the current state wards or for any future wards of the 
department. 

Next is a term of reference, with which I can identify, in which Ms Murray is asked to identify opportunities for 
improving the protection of children in care.  I applaud that move, which is what I am hoping to achieve with the 
motion to appoint a select committee.  Ms Murray is also asked to consider whether appropriate action was taken 
to safeguard each child.  I imagine that would go without saying.  I would have thought that was a mandatory 
obligation.  In fact, it is a mandatory obligation. 

A rather astute lady gave me a copy of a report that was commissioned by the Western Australian government 18 
years ago, called the “Child Sexual Abuse Task Force”.  When I looked at the membership of that task force, the 
lady asked me whether I noticed that the sisterhood was still well and truly alive and active.  The task force 
comprised the chairperson, Dr Carmen Lawrence, who is now the federal Labor member for Fremantle; the 
deputy chairperson, Ms Jane Brazier, who is now the Director General of the Department for Community 
Development; Ms Moira Rayner, who was then a commissioner of the Law Reform Commission of Western 
Australia; and Ms Sheila McHale, who was then the director of women’s interests in the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet.   

Hon Simon O’Brien:  That is a remarkable panel. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  It is a remarkable panel.  Of course, now Sheila McHale is the minister for the 
Department for Community Development.  None of these people can run away and hide.  This report was 
published 18 years ago.  I will read out the terms of reference for that inquiry, as it appears that nothing has 
changed, except that some of the people were in a position to change things and things have become worse.  The 
terms of reference for the task force were to investigate and report on child sexual abuse, with particular 
reference to - 

the reported incidence and prevalence of child sexual abuse; 

the adequacy of government and community-based services involved in dealing with child sexual 
abuse, including appropriate policies and procedures to ensure adequate coordinated and accessible 
services; 

the adequacy of laws relevant to the protection of children from sexual abuse, in particular the reporting 
of child sexual abuse; 

the investigation procedures following upon the reporting of child sexual abuse; 

the substantive and procedural law relating to prosecution, trial and disposition of cases of child sexual 
assault; and in particular whether such cases should be disposed of in the Children’s Court or in a 
superior court; 

the training of personnel within health, education, welfare, police and legal systems who are involved 
with child sexual abuse victims; 

education programs or strategies which will equip children and the community generally to recognise 
and report incidents of child sexual abuse; 

strategies to prevent or alleviate the incidence of child sexual abuse, including the maltreatment of 
offenders; and 
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mechanisms to monitor the implementation of child sexual abuse policies and programs. 

Nothing has changed.  It broke my heart when I read in yesterday’s paper that mental health experts warned that 
Australian governments would continue to pay a high price for generations to come for the abuse of children in 
care, through the need for an increase in the number of psychiatric and prison beds, and through people being 
reliant on welfare.  Why did it break my heart?  Members might say that that is an emotive statement.  The 
Minister for Community Development would say that I am playing politics.  Hon Kim Chance would say that I 
am playing politics.  There is no benefit in playing politics.  This is not playing politics; this is reality.  The 
minister should tell that to the children who have been abused in state care during her term of office.  She should 
tell them that she thinks my motion is about playing politics.  I have never been as disgusted with a minister as I 
have been with Minister McHale over the past few weeks, due to her statement about child abuse and children in 
foster care.  Those 181 children had problems when they were put into foster care but their outlook, after 
copping a double dose of abuse, is extremely bleak.  I speak out on behalf of all state wards, past and present, 
because I need to know that the department is doing its very best for those children.  The figures I have at the 
moment suggest otherwise.  Minister McHale has mentioned something to the effect that there have been a few 
failures.  How can the minister talk of children as being failures?  She said that the emphasis on one or two 
failures undermined the work of good foster carers and made it difficult to attract new ones.  I recognise the fact 
that foster parents are hard to attract.  However, we need to attract the right ones.  Of course, many of them are 
the right ones.  However, the figures suggest that some of them are not.  I said the other night that the minister 
has made some extraordinary statements.  The above comments are certainly in that category.  During 1993-94 
and 2003-04, 8 390 children spent time in the care of the department.  On average, 2 234 children were provided 
with care each year.  In March 2004 the department’s research showed that there had been 253 substantiated 
events of abuse in care, involving 224 children during an 11-year period.  We know that abuse occurred under 
the previous government, but here is the reality in a period of 11 years.  This government came to power in 2001 
and there were 139 cases of abuse between then and the beginning of 2004.  From April 2004 to March 2005 
there have been a further 30 cases of abuse.  That makes a total of 169.  A further 12 incidents have occurred to 
the present date, which brings the total to 181 under this term of government.  Something is desperately wrong.  
The minister may say to me that she has better reporting processes.  I accept that the processes are better than 
they were.  She may say to me that she is being “transparent”.  What does this word “transparent” mean in this 
context?  The Premier uses it a lot when talking about child abuse.  What is the government doing to prevent 
foster carers from accessing vulnerable children?  If there was one comment that should have brought about the 
resignation of the minister, that was it.  I have no idea how many of the 181 children mentioned have been 
sexually abused.  However, if 11 of the 30 children were abused between April 2004 and March 2005, and two 
of the 12 children between March and September 2005, we could work out that it is a quite substantial number.  I 
am asking the department for that number. 

The minister makes noises in the press and says that her work and the work of the department are leading the 
nation.  All I can say is that the other states must be in one helluva mess if Western Australia is leading the 
nation!  Every other state has had an in-depth inquiry into children in foster care.  Western Australia’s Senator 
Andrew Murray led the charge in the Senate.  Why will this government not hold an inquiry?  The minister 
keeps saying that her government was the only one to participate in the Senate inquiry and that should mean, 
somehow, that she has done her job.  The Premier has also denied that an inquiry is needed.  Headlines refer to 
“The Blame Game”.  Dr Gallop was asked whether the government would take responsibility for the 139 cases 
of child maltreatment in state care while it has been in power, and how he could justify keeping the Minister for 
Community Development, Sheila McHale, in the job.  He was asked to call an independent and urgent inquiry.  
He stated -  

There is no doubt that many of the issues we are seeing being brought to the surface and being properly 
analysed in WA today is as a result of the actions being taken by the Minister.  And the Minister has 
made it clear, there should be a lot more transparency in these matters and there should be a much better 
system of monitoring what’s happened so should there be any abuse it will immediately be uncovered 
and action taken.   

What about prevention?  People are missing the point.  It is all very well monitoring and doing something after 
the event, but what about doing something before the event?  The Premier further stated- 

What we would expect of the department, and by implication of the Minister, is, first of all, 
transparency in these matters; secondly, a proper resourcing of the functions so that they’re capable of 
carrying out child protection measures and my Government has put significant money into this system 
to make sure that’s the case.  Thirdly, the best possible mechanisms that can be available to ensure that 
those that take up foster care responsibilities are properly compensated for what they do and are the 
right people to be doing that job.   
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The Premier holds the purse strings.  I admit that this government has allocated significant amounts of money 
but it needs to do more; the system is not working.  However, the Premier and I agree on the last point about the 
right people doing the job.   

Senator Andrew Murray headed the recent Senate committee inquiry into child protection.  He tabled the report 
and stated that it was time politicians realised that the problems from past and current abuse had reached 
epidemic proportions.  Senator Murray lobbied for the inquiry to be held.  He said that the inquiry into 
vulnerable children showed that it was imperative that the abuse be recognised as a public health issue.  The 
report is the last in a trilogy which began with the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s report on 
the stolen generation; continued with the child migrant report “Lost Innocence: righting the record”; and 
included the last two-part series of reports inquiring into children in institutional and foster care, namely 
“Forgotten Australians: A report on Australians who experienced institutional or out-of-home care as children” 
and “Protecting Vulnerable Children”.  The Senate report covered 500 000 foreign, indigenous and other 
children in care over the past century.  It is estimated that there are currently 20 000 children in care.  The 
“Forgotten Australians” report reveals the tragedy of abuse of Australians raised in orphanages and children’s 
homes in institutional regimes between 1920 and 1970.  The second report, “Protecting Vulnerable Children”, 
deals with contemporary problems of children in care from 1970 onwards.  The Senate report makes 18 
recommendations.  I will deal with those later. 

The Premier denies that an inquiry is needed.  We have been told that the minister will appoint one woman, Ms 
Gwenn Murray, to investigate the department.  I do not think that is enough and I do not think the public think 
that is enough.  South Australia has held its inquiry and issued its report: “Our best investment: a state plan to 
protect and advance the interests of children”.  That report was produced by the South Australian Children in 
State Care Commission of Inquiry.  NSW has issued its report, “Care and Support: Final Report on Child 
Protection Services”.  Queensland has issued its report on the abuse of children in Queensland institutions and an 
inquiry into the abuse of children in foster care.  The Australian Capital Territory has issued its report on the 
rights and interests and wellbeing of children and young people, “The Territory as Parent”.  Tasmania has 
reviewed claims of abuse from adults who were in state care as children.  Those are just a few examples of the 
reports and inquiries. 

The Gordon inquiry was held in Western Australia.  I am the first to say that that inquiry produced some 
amazing research and was very effective for the Aboriginal community and the community in general.  
However, that is different from the inquiry needed in Western Australia into the abuse of state wards.  This 
government has a policy for the wellbeing and safety of maltreated children.  The introduction to the policy 
states that care for children is the responsibility of the Department for Community Development, not-for-profit 
organisations and the community through the contribution of foster carers.  It is a challenging area in which 
performance is stringently judged by the community.  I say to the Leader of the House that the community is 
judging, and it is looking at this issue very closely.  Consequently, the department regularly updates and revises 
plans and policies for this area.  This government - the Leader of the House will not like my saying this - is 
placing children with paedophiles and sadists.  The community will be the judge. 

Let us get back to paedophiles.  That is what we call adults who interfere sexually with little children.  They 
know that these children are vulnerable.  They know it, they can sense it, and they put themselves in the paths of 
children so that they can get at them.  I feel physically sick when I think of a child who has been taken out of his 
home and placed in departmental care, where he should be safe, and who is then subjected to abuse all over 
again.  That is cause for grave concern.  I know that some of these children are being placed in relative care - 
relatives who were not checked for criminal records until halfway through this year.  How many of them were 
found to be criminals?  How many of these relative carers have violent histories?  I would like to know that.  
Does the department leave the children in that care situation?  I have asked that question also.  In other words, 
what degree of criminality must relatives have before they are stopped from having little children who are their 
relatives stay with them?  Are there degrees of criminality and what would stop the department from placing a 
child in that situation?  I would have thought that somebody who had a very violent history would not be 
allowed to care for children.  My office has taken calls from people who know about that sort of situation, and 
nothing has changed. 

Back in May when I lodged this motion, I thought long and hard about the best way to look into this department.  
I knew that calling for an inquiry would fall on deaf ears.  The government would not accept it anyway.  After 
what happened yesterday, when the government would not even agree to this motion being brought forward, I 
think I am right in saying that.  After much research and looking into the departmental processes, I came to the 
conclusion that prevention was needed.  Everyone on the government side talks about monitoring and 
transparency.  How about prevention?  Everyone talks about children being difficult.  They do not talk about 
how to prevent a child from being difficult.  We need to prevent paedophiles and sadists from becoming carers. 
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Before I continue, I pay tribute to those wonderful caring foster parents who go above and beyond the call of 
duty.  They are truly amazing people.  However, I am talking about the evil carers who get hold of vulnerable 
little children.  There are evil carers in the community.  Some children are being neglected.  How on earth does a 
foster carer neglect a child?  A child is neglected when a foster carer does not look after that child’s emotional 
needs.  If the foster carer does not clothe or look after the child, the child is neglected.   

The assessment procedures used by the Department for Community Development must leave a lot to be desired 
if 12 children have been abused in six months.  I accept that DCD has systems in place to alert it to this abuse.  
However, once again it comes back to preventing that abuse.  Let us look at the 42 children who have been 
abused in a 17-month period.  How many adults do members think would have been responsible for that abuse?  
Given that some of the children would have been in one family, I suppose I can conservatively say that 30 homes 
could have been involved.  I do not know; I am just plucking a figure from the air.  How many adults would have 
passed through those 30 homes?  For a start, there would have been 60, given that many of the adults are 
couples.  There are also the friends and relatives of those people, so the list increases.  Getting back to the 13 
children of the 42 who were sexually abused, how many adults were involved?  How many adults passed 
through their lives?  This sickens me and my colleagues on this side of the house, and I know that it must sicken 
the good and decent people on the Labor side of politics.  Even though Hon Kim Chance has accused me of 
playing politics, I cannot see what he got angry about.  He should be pleased that members on this side of the 
house want to look into the Department for Community Development and prevent child abuse.  However, no, he 
sat opposite and yelled at me.  The government does not need to go into damage control and say that I am 
playing politics.  It does not have to blame everyone else.  I say to Hon Kim Chance that this government needs 
to take responsibility and stop placing these vulnerable children with paedophiles, who use them as sexual 
playthings.  The government should also stop placing them with people who use them as punching bags, with 
people who scream at them and with people who neglect them.   

The Minister for Community Development has a letter from Wanslea Family Services, the Western Australian 
Council of Social Service and Anglicare, saying that they support the minister.  I am not surprised that Wanslea 
would say that, because one never bites the hand that feeds it.  Therefore, that is that one taken care of.  I am not 
surprised that the Western Australian Council of Social Service would say that.  However, I am surprised that 
Anglicare would say that.  I too support any processes that uncover child abuse.  However, once again I get back 
to prevention.  Everyone is missing the point, and I will point that out. 

However, before I do, I will read part of a letter that was given to me by a state ward’s grandmother yesterday, as 
it shows the systemic dysfunction of DCD.  This is the grandmother of a teenage boy who was abused while 
having piano lessons that the department paid for him to have.  He had those lessons between June and 
December 2004.  The grandmother wrote to the minister and said that she wondered whether he had suffered any 
abuse while he had been in care.  She picked up on his behaviour.  She said that she believed there had to be a 
reason or cause for the child’s actions and behaviours.  She thought he was crying out for help. 

This little fellow had six different caseworkers.  It is not unusual for the Department for Community 
Development to give a child different six caseworkers.  However, there is no continuity.  There is no-one whom 
these children can reach out to, because somebody comes in, and then there is another one, another one and 
another one.  In the end, they just roll their eyes and think, “Why bother?” and so do the people who surround 
the child.  It is not good enough.  I know that the department has picked up that it is not good enough.  It has 
been saying that for many years.  However, it has not done anything about it.  The department puts on paper that 
it is changing things, but in actual practice that is not happening.  The grandmother said that she requested many 
times that the boy see an external psychologist, as he would not meet with DCD psychologists because he could 
not open up to them.  He did not like the people whom the department put in front of him.  He felt that those 
sessions would not be confidential, and he wanted an external psychologist.  He would have been willing to see 
somebody.   

I also believe that in this instance the minister and the Premier put the blame on the case manager.  Everything 
that I have read and heard leads me to believe that that is the case.  A caseworker in the department is an 
ordinary social worker.  That person has other people that surround him or her.  There are meant to be meetings.  
At those meetings every week, or a couple of times a week - some people have them every morning - there 
should be a team leader.  There is even a manager above the team leader.  However, below the team leader is a 
senior social worker.  The caseworker who did not check the police clearance should not have copped the blame, 
especially if six caseworkers were involved at different times.  One expects that there would have been two or 
three different caseworkers during the time that the child was having piano lessons.  If not, and even if there was 
only one caseworker, the blame should not have been laid at that person’s feet.  It should have been a total 
decision.  If the checks and balances and protocols had been working properly, that is what would have 
happened.  I know what happens in these departments.  Somebody is handling intakes, a crisis is happening and 
people are all running around.  There may be nine caseloads per worker, and there is bedlam.  The people do not 
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get back to seeing what is what.  Surely at the end of the week they would all sit down and talk about what had 
happened.  Most protocols in that office - I know which office it came from and there is no need for me to say 
which office it was - need to be tightened up.  No-one needs to blame a social worker.  They do not get paid 
enough to be blamed that much.  The minister tried to sidestep her responsibility.  The final sentence in 
grandma’s letter says, “Can you please help me save the life of my grandson?”  She is a very with-it grandma.  
She wanted help for this boy.  She knew he was being abused, but she did not know what to do about it.  She 
wrote to the minister, the minister gave her an answer and grandma got that answer, ripped it up and started 
crying because she was so upset.  These are real people we are dealing with; they are not just numbers.  I can 
mention the 181 and I can mention this child.  They are real people; they are not just numbers.  They have 
shocking lives.  They are lives that members would not want for anyone in their own home.  They would not 
want them to be taken from their homes, put with strangers and abused again.  Members should put themselves 
in those children’s shoes.  Everyone should put themselves in their shoes.  Then Minister Kim Chance can stand 
and tell me that I am playing politics.  God damn it; I am not playing politics!   

I have mentioned the Cant report, but not in detail.  Only in May this year a document was tabled in the other 
place by Minister McHale; only four months ago the report of an independent inquiry was tabled.  What do we 
have now?  We have another independent inquiry.  The Cant report was done by two people, one of whom is a 
clinical psychologist, which I am thankful for.  Some of the recommendations in the report are very good; they 
make a lot of sense.  They are commonsense; in fact, they are so commonsense that I wonder why the 
government paid the people who wrote the report $19 000.  It is so basic that it was staring the government in the 
face all the time.  The Cant report resulted in the government response “Protecting Children in Care: A Way 
Forward”.  The report certainly put forward the gaps in the department.  However, from May until September 
children were still being abused in care.  Are these independent reports dust collectors?  They are tabled in the 
house and everyone thinks that the government is doing something.  What do we have now?  One woman from 
Queensland will come to Western Australia.  Queensland probably has the highest rate of child abuse in 
Australia.  I am just guessing about that, because I read some research, but I think it would be a good guess.  One 
person will look into the Department for Community Development and report by November.  What sort of report 
will that be?  I think it will be a dust collector as well.   

The first thing I read is that the department has been proactive in seeking to ensure, first, that children are not 
harmed in care and, secondly, that if there are allegations of abuse, it responds quickly and appropriately.  I agree 
with that, but what about putting in place measures to stop it happening in state-assessed homes?  When abuse is 
found to have occurred, yes, the department acts quickly.  However, there is a real timelag between when 
allegations are made by people ringing the department and saying that abuse is occurring and when something 
happens.  Once the penny drops in the department, yes, it responds quickly.   

Social Systems and Evaluation, which undertook the Cant report, makes five very valid points.  First, children 
who are placed with relatives are overrepresented in substantiated child maltreatment allegations.  The process 
used to select relative carers has been less rigorous than that used to select general foster carers.  Training, 
support and review for relative carers have been very limited.  Do members know why children who are placed 
with relatives are overrepresented in substantiated child maltreatment allegations?  It is because the department 
does not check the criminal records of carers and it does not care whether they have a violent history.  I am 
probably wrong in saying that.  It is not that the department does not care whether these people have a violent 
history; sometimes there is nowhere else for the children to go, especially for children in Aboriginal 
communities.  In the general community, about 465 children have been placed with relative carers.  I think that 
some of those kids are skating on thin ice with the people the department has placed them with, even if they are 
relatives.   

Secondly, training and support for general foster carers is another area that needs attention.  The report mentions 
that ongoing training for carers has been available, but not all carers have availed themselves of it.  Thirdly, 
support for carers needs strengthening.  Departmental staff case managing children in placements need to be 
skilled in analysing situations and taking remedial action, need to understand compliance and accountability 
requirements and need to be well supervised and supported to provide a high standard of support to carers.  I 
wonder how general departmental staff who case manage children could be very skilled at analysing situations.  
A lot of them come straight out of university.  They are graduates and are given an induction training course over 
a few weeks; at least, that is what used to happen.  I am not sure what happens now, but I think it might be the 
same.  They get two weeks of training and then they are into it.  They are not skilled at analysing situations.  I 
am saying that senior social workers, team managers, general managers and managers - a group of people - are 
needed to look after a child.  That is not happening in this department.   

Fourthly, there was evidence of some variability and inconsistency in the identification of abuse in care and also 
in the quality of investigations once abuse in care is identified.  That is what I was getting to earlier - there is 
inconsistency and variability in the quality of investigations once abuse in care is identified.  Fifthly, critical to a 
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good relationship with children is regular contact with their caseworkers, a low turnover of caseworkers and time 
for caseworkers to get to know the children on their caseloads and to build relationships with them.  I have just 
pointed out that one little fellow had six caseworkers in 12 months.  That is not uncommon.  I will say it again: 
these children do not need that inconsistency.  They need consistency.  They need to know that they can go to 
somebody outside their general area.  That is their case manager.  They have to build up a trust with that case 
manager.  How on earth can a caseworker work with a difficult child if that child does not know his caseworker?  
Of course it will be difficult, and it will not get any better if the department keeps shoving strangers in front of 
him.  The poor kid probably has to deal with at least 30 strangers.  Access to a third party is vital for children 
who may not feel comfortable about approaching their caseworkers.  These kids do not have a third party to 
access.   

Children in care require support and treatment, including counselling for children who are abused.  They are not 
getting that counselling in this department.  I know that the minister has put on seven clinical psychologists at 
the department, but seven is a drop in the ocean.  These kids need clinical psychologists looking after them on an 
ongoing basis, and they need to develop trust with one clinical psychologist.  However, the resources are not 
there.  The resources for treatment services for children and young people in care are inadequate.  The 
government knows that; it recognises that.  I suppose that is why the minister keeps saying that she is being 
transparent.  It is not good enough to recognise these issues and then let them sit on a shelf to gather dust, instead 
of implementing the recommendations of the Cant report.  The government should be implementing some of 
these things.  The department must ensure that children and young people who are in care have timely access to 
the treatment services that they require.  They are not getting timely access.  Some of them are waiting a long 
time because the department probably does not have enough clinical psychologists.  I know those types of people 
are difficult to find, but it is the department’s and the government’s job to find them.  The report states that 
potential foster carers must meet screening requirements to determine if there are departmental records or 
criminal records that may be of concern.  As at 20 April 2005, all the department’s carers looking after children 
had received a police check and a departmental record check, or were in the process of getting one.  This was 
finalised in May 2005.  This gets back to the commonsense I was talking about.  Why on earth were these people 
not screened?  Why did it take till May 2005 to get some sort of screening process under way?  Yes, I am 
pleased it has been taken care of, but it is a matter of commonsense and it should have been done.  These will be 
hollow words to another grandmother who keeps ringing me.  Her four-year-old grandson was placed back with 
his father.  The grandmother told me that the boy’s father had seven convictions for violence of one kind or 
another.  The only reason the boy was returned to his grandmother was because the father was behind bars, so 
the department did not have any choice.  That is all hearsay; I cannot say whether it is true or not.  People call 
me all the time with some matters that are bona fide and some that are not, but this is not uncommon. 

I return to the assessment procedures for foster carers.  I asked a question of the minister’s department and 
received a detailed response on 16 June, which states - 

The assessment and selection of foster carers is based on extensive research.  Studies have shown that 
all aspects of the placement of a child in care contribute to success or failure in outcome.  A good 
assessment alone is not enough - the interaction between the characteristics of the agency, the child to 
be fostered, the child’s parents and the foster carers must also be taken into account.  It is essential for 
the assessment procedure to explore all these issues . . .  

That framework is known as “ecological assessment”.  It continues - 

The assessment process occurs in three stages.   

What worries me is that the department says that foster care assessors are required to have a tertiary degree in 
human services, with two years’ postgraduate experience.  All current assessors have either a social work or 
psychology qualification, with more than two years’ postgraduate experience.  They are selected, trained and 
supervised by a team of specialist workers at the Foster Carer Recruitment Service.  I have real concerns about 
this part of that process.  If a person comes straight from school and does a social work degree or an ordinary 
psychology degree, it takes three or four years.  That person would be 21 at the most when finished.  If that 
person did two years’ postgraduate work, he or she would then be 23.  That is not good enough.  Even if they are 
mature students and do two years’ postgraduate work with the department, that is not good enough.  The 
department is putting these people in charge of assessing potential foster parents and that is not good enough.  
They need to be very mature people.  What constitutes a team of specialist workers?  What qualifications do they 
have to have?  It is all very well calling a team a team of specialist workers, but this team has allowed 181 
children to be abused while in care, while Minister McHale has presided over these processes.  Something is 
terribly wrong.  I would want highly trained specialists, but my idea of highly trained specialists is clinical 
psychologists.  They do many years of training and would be far more capable of assessing potential foster 
carers.  I would also want them to have hands-on follow-up with the children they place in care.  These children 
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need clinical psychologist sessions on an ongoing basis because of the damage that has twice been inflicted upon 
them through no fault of their own.  This document states that the assessors visit the families two or three times.  
If I wanted to get hold of a child, I could fool somebody like that.  What I am saying is that we need clinical 
psychologists to do this work because they are trained.  I am not saying that is a foolproof method, but it is 
certainly a lot better than what we have at the moment.  I would like to see those positions contracted out so that 
the clinical psychologists not only do the assessment but also follow up with the child to establish a link.  If the 
child does have six caseworkers, he can still turn to one person who has been outsourced from the department. 

Stage one involves information and screening processes to determine that an applicant’s suitability starts at the 
first contact and continues through to assessment.  The provision of information is intended to assist applicants 
to decide if they should proceed with their application, as well as giving indicators to the assessor.  Prospective 
applicants attend an information workshop conducted by the Foster Carer Recruitment Service. 

Stage two is a series of interviews by a qualified assessor involving three or four visits to the applicant’s home to 
evaluate his or her suitability to become a foster carer.  As I pointed out, one of those qualified assessors could 
be a very young person not skilled enough to do that.  This stage of the assessment takes into account four 
competencies: caring for children, providing a safe environment, working as part of a team and the applicant’s 
personal awareness and own responsibility for skills development.  I do not think that is good enough and nor do 
the children who have been abused.  The crux of the matter is that the minister and the department prepared the 
Cant report in May, and from May to September two more children were sexually abused, three were neglected, 
five were physically abused or used as punching bags and another couple were emotionally abused.  The system 
is not working.  I know that there are decent people on the Labor side of politics who also realise that the system 
is not working and the minister knows that it is not working either, but if only one person inquires into the 
Department for Community Development it will be a whitewash.  That will not do Ms Gwenn Murray any harm.  
She will probably do a good job investigating the department, but there is only so much that one person can do.  
That is why I am seeking to establish a parliamentary select committee: it is a parliamentary process involving 
the Greens (WA), Labor and Liberals that will investigate the Department for Community Development and 
really give it the scrutiny that it deserves.  I thank Hon Giz Watson for her part in this matter.  I understand she 
has some amendments to which I will agree. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan - Parliamentary Secretary) [3.00 pm]:  I listened intently to Hon 
Robyn McSweeney’s comments on this motion to establish a select committee to inquire into the abuse of 
children in foster care.  The government will oppose this motion.  No matter what Hon Robyn McSweeney says, 
I believe this is indeed a politically motivated inquiry.  I will explain why.  I do not believe that, in her remarks, 
Hon Robyn McSweeney has given the government a fair go.  She has not given the government credit for its 
initiatives or the time to work through the processes.  I understand that over the past four years this government 
has contributed almost $1 million to the Department for Community Development to address this issue.  If we 
examined the actions of the coalition government in this area, we would find that it had made a much lesser 
commitment.   
This proposed select committee is unnecessary because, as Hon Robyn McSweeney indicated, an independent 
inquiry into foster care was implemented by the government.  The government has accepted its 
recommendations and has committed more than $10 million to implementing them.  As Hon Robyn McSweeney 
noted, Minister McHale has announced another independent inquiry into the 42 most recent abuse-in-care cases.  
Such an independent inquiry is exactly what the opposition has been seeking.  It is independent from the 
department.  The minister has found a person who is both experienced in this area and has not worked for the 
department.  I do not understand Hon Robyn McSweeney’s criticism of the fact that Ms Gwenn Murray comes 
from Queensland.  I understand Ms Murray has conducted similar types of inquiries in both Queensland and the 
Australian Capital Territory.  The inquiry announced by the minister yesterday is not damage control, as the 
member suggested.  The minister has been reviewing these problems since 2003 and has implemented a number 
of inquiries and actions.  This is not a knee-jerk reaction.   
Hon Simon O’Brien:  Now you want another one.   
Hon KATE DOUST:  No; that inquiry will continue the work already done and will seek to remedy the 
problems that we discovered occurred over eight or nine years during the Liberal Party’s watch.  
The imminent independent inquiry will report in November.  The government looks forward to implementing its 
recommendations where appropriate.  In addition to that inquiry, in August 2004 and March 2005, Senate reports 
were released on children in institutional and out-of-home care.  The government has already commenced its 
response to those reports.  I understand that the Western Australian government, through the Department for 
Community Development, was the only state to make a formal submission to at least the last Senate inquiry.  
This government has strengthened systems for preventing abuse in care and has responded when it has been 
detected.  This issue was neglected by the previous Court government.  When I was listening to Hon Robyn 
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McSweeney I had a feeling of deja vu.  I read in Hansard a similar debate in May this year, in which the same 
arguments were made.  The member has shown some arrogance, albeit I understand that she cares deeply about 
this issue and is genuinely committed to children, and that is admirable.  However, she should not assume that 
she is the only person in this place who feels that level of care.  Since it has had the capacity to make changes, 
the government has demonstrated its commitment by implementing a number of actions to resolve the issues that 
Hon Robyn McSweeney keeps raising.  The government is also strengthening child protection through more 
resources for DCD.  It has introduced legislation to create a Commissioner for Children and Young People, is 
implementing the Working with Children (Criminal Record Checking) Bill 2004 and has implemented the most 
comprehensive reform of welfare legislation since the 1960s.  The opposition is trying to exploit these issues for 
political gain, as it always does.  I suppose children are a very easy target.  
Given the opposition has chosen to not recognise the government’s record, I will go through it.  I think I outlined 
this in May; however, I will refresh the memories of members opposite about all the achievements of the Gallop 
Labor government during its short time in office.  We all appreciate that we must take a responsible attitude to 
foster care and not indulge in scare mongering.  Every time Hon Robyn McSweeney raises this issue she scares 
people away from becoming foster carers.  People are concerned about taking on this role; they are scared to 
become involved.  The state is facing a shortage of foster carers.  It is very difficult to attract people to this area.  
A few weeks ago I was sitting in a family room at Princess Margaret Hospital for Children while one of my 
children was having some surgery.  I heard a discussion among a group of women whose children also were 
being seen to that afternoon.  An older woman, possibly in her late 50s or early 60s, was talking to a group of 
younger mothers about her role as a foster carer - an admirable role to undertake.  Her companions were asking 
how she had become involved, and she explained that it is not difficult as long as no-one accuses the people 
involved of abusing children.  She said that potential foster carers undergo rigorous security checks, but that it is 
usually quite satisfying.  I was pleased to hear that that woman had a positive experience and was trying to 
encourage others to take on that role.  However, every time Hon Robyn McSweeney speaks to the press she 
paints a very bleak picture of what happens to children in foster care.  She seeks to expound the view that when a 
child is taken into foster care he or she could be picking a lottery number for potential abuse.  That is not the 
case.  I recall speaking about this in May.  This government takes a zero tolerance approach to child abuse in any 
situation.  Hon Robyn McSweeney said that the minister does not care.   
Hon Robyn McSweeney:  I did not say that the minister does not care.   
Hon KATE DOUST:  Hon Robyn McSweeney implied that the minister condones this behaviour.  I have heard 
her making those implications on radio.  The minister does not condone this behaviour; she has implemented a 
series of changes to improve the situation and to weed out the potential for abuse.  I do not think a single person 
in this chamber condones any form of child abuse.  As a parent, I cannot begin to describe how I would feel if 
someone touched one of my children.  I am sure that all members in the chamber feel the same way.  It is 
appalling for the member to say that the government is not taking this issue seriously.  In May I said that child 
abuse in any form is repugnant, obscene, unnecessary and unwanted.  This government is doing everything it 
possibly can to eradicate it, and I think we are getting there.  We are not only putting in the dollars but also 
delivering on our commitments.  We are not just talking about it like the opposition does.  Hon Robyn 
McSweeney is always complaining.  Today is the first time that the honourable member has presented a solution 
or a positive idea about how to improve the situation.  I do not know why the member has not raised these 
matters directly with the minister.  Some of them are probably quite valid.  Instead of talking about it in the 
chamber and speaking to the press on every available occasion, why does the member not raise these matters 
with the minister?  Why does she not congratulate the government for doing a good job and delivering what the 
former government failed to deliver?  Why does she not admit that the government is trying to improve the 
situation for children and that it was really dreadful that under the Liberal Party’s watch, when it was in 
government, it did not do anything for the 103 children who were abused?  It is only now under Minister McHale 
and the Labor government that those issues are being addressed and the government is prepared to provide the 
legal advice so that those children can take action.  Those children were neglected under the previous coalition 
government’s watch.  Not a single member opposite bothered to deal with it at that time. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Where was Hon Barbara Scott then? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  This motion is purely about playing politics. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  She was not yelling then.  She sat there dumb. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, Minister for Education and Training!  So far, a minimal number of interjections have 
been raised.  Let us not have too many.  Hon Kate Doust will address the chair. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I will address the chair, Mr President.  We need to take a responsible attitude, and the 
government is doing that through a range of actions.  The scaremongering from members opposite is pushing 
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people away from the system.  It is discouraging decent people from becoming active and from becoming foster 
carers and providing those children with protection in a loving, warm environment. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  The member keeps talking about paedophiles.  I do not know how paedophiles are 
identified.  They cannot all be picked up by a police check.  How does the member know who is a paedophile?  
These people are clever. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  You put highly trained people in to assess them. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  We cannot tell who they are. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  You have more of a chance identifying them by using clinical psychologists than any 
other way. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I do not believe that.  Paedophiles are very clever.  The Department for Community 
Development is putting in the appropriate checks and balances to the best of its ability to weed out the 
paedophiles.  Does the member want to put a “nanny cam” into every foster career’s home?  The only way to 
avoid any type of abuse is to monitor the children by means of a 24-hour “nanny cam” monitoring system over 
the Internet.  That does not provide for decent home arrangements for children. 

In this state and throughout the world there is a shortage of foster carers.  The biggest risk factor for children is 
the scarcity of suitable foster carers.  Unless decent people can be attracted, we will not be able to put children 
into good homes.  This government is in the business of encouraging suitable adults to become foster parents and 
to support them in the important and challenging work that confronts them.  Being a foster carer is a very 
difficult job.  It is not as though the foster parents are raising a newborn child of their own.  They cannot 
establish guidelines, parameters and boundaries from birth.  They must demonstrate a different type of care.  
They cannot provide similar hands-on care as one would with one’s own children.  Foster carers must be a little 
more hands off in the way they manage their relationships with children.  That makes for a more difficult 
arrangement than a natural mother-father and child relationship. 

In addressing some of the terms of reference of the motion, I will outline some of the things that the government 
has already done.  This government has already strengthened the foster care system, including the assessment 
process, which is noted in the motion.  The Gallop government has recognised the issues relating to the 
assessment of foster carers and action has already been taken to remedy them.  Potential foster carers must meet 
screening requirements to determine whether the applicants have departmental or criminal records that may be of 
concern.  The assessment process for general and relative carers has been strengthened also.  As I understand it, 
relative carers are required to undergo criminal record checks.  I understand that the department does indeed do 
that.  The member was incorrect when she made a statement about that matter during her speech.  I understand 
that that procedure has been in place since 1999.  The previous government introduced that measure.  The 
assessment processes for both carers have been strengthened and prospective carers must meet specified 
competencies.  The member alluded to some of those.  Relative carers must also attend compulsory training.  All 
carers are reviewed every 12 months to ensure that they meet the assessment criteria.  That is a fairly good 
process.  It is not as though people just become foster carers.  They must go through checks and balances in the 
initial period.  It is not as though the department says, “Ta ra, we will not see you again.”  Constant follow-up 
measures are applied to make sure that the foster carers are doing the right thing and continuing to meet the 
appropriate criteria.  General carer applicants must attend compulsory preparation training before they foster 
children.  Training is provided also to staff, who assess and support the carers to enhance their skills.  I would 
have thought that they were positive steps that the department has taken to address these issues. 

A central foster carers register of all departmental and non-government agency foster carers has been developed 
to ensure that any carers who present a risk to children do not move from agency to agency; they do not have the 
ability to shop around.  The register commenced on 31 March 2005.  No comprehensive register of statewide 
carers had existed prior to that, which reflected a significant gap in services.  The government has increased 
financial and other support to assist foster carers, including a 33 per cent increase in the foster carers subsidy in 
2004.  That was the first increase in 10 years.  This is something that the Court government neglected to address 
at all.  During the Court government’s term of office the foster care allowance was not increased by one cent. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  Hon Kate Doust enjoys interjections, but she should not have to put up 
with cross-interjections.  The interjectors should not interject upon each other. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I am sure they are being very helpful, Mr President. 

A foster carers charter, handbook and statement of commitment have been developed in partnership with the 
Foster Care Association of WA.  The government has held an inquiry into foster care, which Hon Robyn 
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McSweeney referred to, and it has spent $10 million to implement the inquiry’s findings.  In 2004 the 
department engaged independent consultants to quality-assure the systems, practices and processes aimed at 
protecting children in care.  The consultants’ report, titled “Report on the Quality Assurance of the Department 
for Community Development’s Systems and Processes for Children in Care”, highlighted the significant 
strengths in processes and the areas in which improvements were required.  The consultant’s report concluded 
that the department has been proactive in seeking to ensure that children were not harmed in care and that, when 
allegations of abuse are made, it responds quickly and appropriately.  The department has taken a number of 
important steps to meet its duty-of-care responsibilities.  The department’s systems and processes for notifying, 
recording and tracking investigations of allegations of abuse in care and for meeting its legal responsibilities to 
past and present children and young people who have been abused in care are best practice.  That is a pretty solid 
statement.  The department cannot do better than achieve best practice, can it?  Members opposite are very quiet. 

The report identified also the following areas for consideration on which the government could take action: 
expanding the range of placement options for children; strengthening  the recruitment screening process, 
providing assessment and training support for foster carers; improving the training and supervision of staff; 
increasing the support for children; and ensuring that children in care had a voice.  The review found that, 
overall, the department was proactive.  The government has endorsed the report’s findings and 
recommendations. 

In May this year the government released its response, which is titled “Protecting Children in Care: A Way 
Forward”.  We touched on that during an earlier debate when this issue was raised in May.  The government has 
committed an additional $10.3 million over a period of four years to implement the recommendations.  The 
minister stated that in the next 12 months the government will establish an advocate for children in care within 
the department; provide $2.4 million to fund intensive, individualised placements for children who are difficult 
to manage; set up intensive support and treatment placement teams; expand counselling services for children in 
care; and provide $400 000 additional funding to the department’s foster carer recruitment service.  These 
initiatives are being put in place.  It is expected that the position of advocate for children in care will be 
advertised in the next few weeks.  This will be a leadership position and the person appointed will report directly 
to the Director General of the Department for Community Development.  The department is working with the 
non-government sector to develop support and placement options for children who are difficult to manage, and 
tenders have been sought for that project.  Also an additional seven positions of psychologists have been created.  
The positions were advertised in July this year and offers will be made to successful applicants, as I understand 
it, in the next few days.  The $400 000 of additional funding for the foster care recruitment service was provided 
earlier this year. 

I will return to the announcement that the minister made yesterday about the Murray audit.  The minister 
announced that the department has engaged an independent consultant, Ms Gwenn Murray, to examine all cases 
of substantiated harm to children in care since the Cant report.  Ms Murray will address all cases between April 
2004 and September 2005, which addresses the first paragraph of the motion to establish a select committee.  Ms 
Murray is a highly experienced and acknowledged expert in child protection, and has participated in compiling 
reports in both Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory.  Her terms of reference are to identify the 
strengths and weaknesses in the department’s practices; consider whether appropriate action was taken to 
safeguard each child; determine whether each case was appropriately classified; and identify opportunities to 
improve the protection of children in care. 

The audit will be completely independent and totally separate from the department.  Ms Murray has never been 
employed or contracted by the Department for Community Development, which is a very important point.  That 
point has been raised by Hon Robyn McSweeney over time, and I believe the government has delivered on that 
point.  It is a shame that this motion was brought forward with such urgency.  It would be useful if the 
independent inquiry is allowed to run its course and table a report, and if the government is allowed to consider 
and implement any recommendation made in the report.  By seeking to establish another separate inquiry into 
the same matters, the opposition will replicate similar work.   

Hon Simon O’Brien interjected. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  Two members on my right are interjecting at once.  Hon Kate Doust has 
the call and has the right to be heard, just as all speakers in this debate have the right to be heard.  It is not 
reasonable for there to be more than one interjector at a time. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  As I was saying, it is a shame that the opposition, with this motion, will prevent the 
independent inquiry from running its course and deny the government the opportunity to implement any 
recommendation made in the report.  It would be better for the opposition to wait until the report is tabled and 
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the government is able to take some action.  If the opposition is unhappy with that outcome, it can then move for 
an inquiry to address what it may regard as the gaps. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Why are you so desperate to avoid a parliamentary inquiry? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I am not reluctant to have an inquiry.  I just do not believe there is any value in having 
two inquiries running parallel, when the government has set up an independent inquiry to address the same 
issues. 

Hon Simon O’Brien interjected. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  Once again two members are interjecting at the same time.  The purpose 
of an interjection is to tease out an argument from the speaker, if that is an engagement in which the speaker 
wishes to be involved; however, frankly, not otherwise.  
Hon KATE DOUST:  For all the banter that has come from the other side and for all the examples that have 
been provided, I must say that every member of this chamber regards child abuse as a very serious issue.  All 
members agree that even one case of child abuse is unacceptable.  This government has initiated action to 
address those problems to reduce the risk of child abuse occurring and to ensure that the legal rights of victims 
are met through the referral to independent legal representation when abuse has been substantiated.  I know that 
there have been reports about this issue in the press recently.  The government has taken a very positive step to 
enable children in care who have been in the dreadful position of being abused to seek legal advice and take 
action.  The department has responded to allegations of abuse by ensuring that children and young people are 
protected from potential further abuse, and has provided them with the appropriate services, including 
therapeutic services.  If an allegation of abuse is substantiated, they are referred for independent legal advice.  
The allegations of illegal acts against children are referred to the police for investigation, which is the 
appropriate place for those allegations to be made.  Carers who are assessed as continuing to present a risk to 
children in care are deregistered; they are just cut out of the system. 
I have talked before about the 1992 High Court decision of Bennett v Minister of Community Welfare, which 
established the principle that the state is obliged to refer a child who is abused while in the care of the state to an 
independent legal adviser.  Although the Bennett principle was established in 1992, the Court government was 
less than diligent in providing legal advice to children who were abused in care.  In fact, my understanding is 
that the Court government did not refer any child in that situation for independent legal advice.  In the financial 
year 2004-05, the department referred 167 children who had been abused in care between 1993 and March 2004 
for independent legal advice.  Fewer than 10 children were referred for legal advice during the coalition’s eight 
years in government.  During the time of the Court government, there were 103 substantiated cases of sexual 
abuse of wards of the state, but only five cases were referred for independent legal advice.  That is a disgraceful 
record considering that members opposite are now complaining about the record of this government.  This 
government has been very proactive in attempting to resolve those issues for those children, to provide them 
with the protection with which they should be duly afforded and to remove anyone from the system that may put 
them at risk.  This government is doing a helluva lot more than the previous Court government ever bothered to 
do.  In fact, I do not think the previous government addressed any issue about children in that situation. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney:  The community is the judge of your government now. 
Hon KATE DOUST:  It has judged this government and - gee whiz - the people re-elected us this year; 
therefore, we cannot be doing too badly.  This government has systematically corrected the years of neglect in 
this area.  In 2003 the government established the duty of care unit within DCD.  The duty of care unit quality 
assures, tracks and monitors notifications of alleged abuse of critical incidents affecting children in care.  The 
unit maintains a register of notifications and their outcomes, and responds to individuals who allege, after 
leaving the department’s care, that they had been abused while in care.  It also processes notifications of alleged 
abuse in childcare services.  Once these matters have been assessed by department field services, the unit 
prepares a briefing to the department’s legal practice services for a legal decision on whether the child or young 
person should be referred for independent legal advice.  Those examples that I have provided demonstrate that 
the government has, indeed, a strong record in child protection.   

After years of neglect under the previous government, the Gallop Labor government is taking action to 
strengthen child protection and address the issues put forward by the opposition to justify the establishment of a 
select committee.  Let us review the situation.  The government has introduced legislation to create a 
Commissioner for Children and Young People.  It has created a system of criminal records checks for people 
working with children.  It is a system that is perhaps the toughest in Australia.  It has reformed state welfare 
legislation to give children a greater voice in decisions affecting their care.  It has strengthened foster care and 
provided additional funding.  It has set up a unit to quality assure the notification and response to abuse in care 
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allegations.  It has provided $19 million in new funding in 2004-05 over a four-year period to employ 50 
additional staff to work with children and to support families.  It has provided $75 million over four years to 
implement the recommendations of the Gordon inquiry.  It has provided the Department for Community 
Development with more than $52 million in new recurrent funding for additional staff and resources.  The 
department’s recurrent allocation in 2005-06 was increased by $13.7 million to just under $214 million, which is 
a rise of more than 7 per cent over last year’s budget.  The Gallop Labor government and the minister 
responsible should be very pleased with what they are doing.  They are providing the protection that is required 
for children in care.  This government is also taking steps to rectify the damage that was done to children who 
were abused in care, predominantly under the watch of the previous government.  The opposition failed when it 
was in government.  It is now seeking to attack this government based on its record of failure. 

The government will oppose this motion because it does not see the need to have another select committee.  The 
government is already conducting an independent inquiry into the same types of issues.  I was quite concerned - 
other members may wish to address this issue as well - about part (3) of the motion, which states - 

(3) The committee’s power and procedures are the same as those of a committee established under 
chapter XXII, the provisions of which apply with such modifications or adaptations as may be 
required. 

I do not understand why, if the opposition wants a select committee, it would want it to operate under the 
standing orders that apply to the parliamentary standing committee.  If the opposition is genuinely concerned 
about children and holds their interests as being paramount, why would it want open hearings?  The opposition 
will allow the inquiry to become a media circus.  That will scare people away.  People will not be inclined to 
give evidence.  They will not want to speak out openly and honestly as they would under the provisions of a 
select committee, which allow for private hearings.  Admittedly, the report will be made public afterwards, but 
people are afforded the privacy of a different type of hearing in which they can speak openly and honestly.  If the 
opposition is genuine and does not want to use this purely for political gain, it would remove the provision.  The 
opposition would then have a proper select committee and the standing orders that apply to it.  The opposition 
should not allow the inquiry to become a circus, which is what I think it wants.  The opposition wants the media 
there; it wants to cause embarrassment to the government.  This is not about holding a genuine inquiry. 
The government opposes this motion.  This Labor government has been one step ahead of the opposition.  It has 
implemented a series of actions to address the misdemeanours and failures of the previous government.  It has 
been proactive not only in what it has demonstrated by its actions, but also by putting its money where its mouth 
is and providing for additional resources into the future.  It is providing for checks and balances to eradicate 
from the system the potential risks for children in care.   
The government will not support this motion, but it understands, based on the comments made by Hon Robyn 
McSweeney, that the opposition believes it has the numbers in this chamber - with the support of the Greens 
(WA) - to pass this motion.  On that basis, if this motion is passed and a select committee is established, the 
government will work cooperatively on the select committee.  However, the government will not support the 
motion. 

HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [3.34 pm]:  This is an important motion.  It is one 
that the house quite properly is considering at this time.  Given that debate on this motion will cease at 4.15 pm 
because of sessional orders, I do not believe that the interests of the children, on behalf of whom this motion is 
being debated, will be served.  In addition, I do not think that the interests of this house and a rational discussion 
on the issue will be served by terminating the motion at 4.15 pm.   

Hon Barbara Scott interjected. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Notwithstanding what Hon Barbara Scott thinks about my motion, I will propose that 
both sessional and standing orders be suspended to have the effect of allowing this motion to continue to its 
conclusion at this day’s sitting.  I am offering the government’s time this afternoon and this evening to enable 
this motion to be completed at this day’s sitting.  If we do not do that, we will end up with a situation in which 
the motion is not completed and we cannot complete it for another three weeks. 

THE PRESIDENT:  At the moment, the Leader of the House is speaking to the question that the motion be 
agreed to.  As such, he is foreshadowing.  In order to get to that foreshadowed motion, he will first have to get 
the house to agree to the proposition that debate be adjourned to a later stage of this day’s sitting.  He will then 
be in the position to advance what he wants to advance, but not otherwise. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I thank Mr President for outlining the general situation.  We also need time for the right 
form of words to be prepared so that the motion can be moved.  I move - 

That debate be adjourned to a later stage of the day’s sitting. 
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Question put and passed; debate thus adjourned. 

[Continued on page 5705.] 
 


