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GERALDTON SOBERING UP CENTRE 
Grievance 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.07 am]: I wish to grieve to the Minister for Mental Health about the provision 
of the sobering-up shelter in Geraldton. I will start by reading a couple of bits out of the press release that was 
released on 26 November 2002 by Bob Kucera, who was the minister at the time, to mark the beginning of 
construction of the 16-bed Geraldton Sobering Up Centre. The press release states — 

“Intoxicated men and women found in public places will be taken to the facility by either the police or 
the Yamatji patrol to sober-up overnight, shower and have a meal before leaving.” 
… 
“It is expected that the provision of this service will help break the negative cycle of alcohol-induced 
harm and reduce disorderly behaviour and domestic violence,” he said. 

Mr Kucera went on to thank, and I will acknowledge here, the then member for Geraldton, Shane Hill, for the 
work he did towards establishing the service. The article also states — 

The Geraldton Sobering Up Shelter is the 13th shelter to be built in WA as a result of the recommendations 
of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody … 

So I was a bit surprised and disappointed when I received a letter the other day from the Mental Health Commission, 
which said — 

I am writing to provide you with the outcome of the 2017/18 Budget process and the impact on the 
Mental Health Commission’s … mental health, alcohol and other drug services agreements. 

It goes on further to say — 
An outcome of the MHC’s Budget review process identified that the service agreement between the MHC 
and Hope Community Services Ltd for the provision of the Geraldton Sobering Up Service will cease as 
of 31 December 2017. The MHC recognises that the closure of the Geraldton Sobering Up Service will 
affect the people who utilise the service, the staff and the stakeholders. The MHC has met with 
Hope Community Services to develop a communication strategy and will plan, as much as possible, to 
limit the impact of the closure especially on the small group of clients who regularly use the service. 

Hope Community Services has a frequently asked questions section for its employees on its website, and it reads — 
1 Why are these redundancies occurring? 
The Mental Health Commission (MHC) has advised HOPE that it intends to cease funding of the 
Geraldton Sobering Up Service on 31 December2017. 
The MHC has advised that the Government requested the MHC identify budget savings from its current 
funded services as part of the 17/18 state budget process. 
The SUC was reviewed against the Western Australian Mental Health, Alcohol and Other Drugs Services 
Plan 2015–2018 and it was determined by the MHC that its continued funding was not seen as a high 
priority. Furthermore, the cost of running the service was seen as high compared with other sobering up 
services across WA. 
Despite the MHC’s acknowledgement that the closure of the service will negatively impact both clients 
and staff, it still felt it was a necessary decision in the current budgetary climate. 

The other day, Hon Jim Chown, a member for the Agricultural Region, asked some questions about this issue on my 
behalf in the other place, and I acknowledge his assistance. We were advised that the Geraldton Sobering Up Centre 
had 1 415 admissions in 2016–17, which represents, on average, seven people a day, and an occupancy rate of 
38 per cent. The service employs four permanent workers, three of whom are full-time and the other is part-time. 
There are two long-term casual workers in a further pool of five people who work shifts. In 2016–17, the 
Mental Health Commission provided $512 826 to fund the Geraldton Sobering Up Centre. Funding for 2017–18 will 
be $256 000, which will be paid pro rata for the period 1 July to 31 December 2017. There was a fair bit of 
community consternation when news got out about the centre’s closure. I received an email from Deborah Green, 
who is also known as Yungaji, and she has given me permission to read it today. She writes — 

Dear Mr Blayney, 

I have recently become aware of news regarding Geraldtons Sober Up Centre. It has come to my attention 
that the centre will be closing down at the end of the year. Sober Up Centre is a service a number of 
Yamatji people use to ensure they have somewhere safe to sleep when they are intoxicated. It is an 
alternative to the Geraldton lockup and hospital. The service provides beds, a meal and an option to clean 
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up, dignifying assistance that otherwise may not be available to them. I personally advocate for the sober 
up centre to stay open as in the past, a very close family member of mine could have lived longer or at 
least died with some dignity, though instead he died in a park on a slab of cement alone because he had 
nowhere to go to, nowhere to sleep while he was intoxicated. This is just one story of many that prove 
and shout out for the need of sober up centres here in Geraldton and many other regional towns. I hope 
you as our local member for Geraldton take this situation seriously as I believe there could be a death of 
a very vulnerable person who is not only Aboriginal but homeless with a chronic alcohol disease. They 
are the main users of this service. I believe this service has saved so many lives already. 

Thank you for taking the time to read my concerns as a local Yamatji. 

Yours faithfully 

Yungaji/Deborah Green 

We all know that sobering-up services help people with entrenched mental health and alcohol addiction issues. 
Importantly, it is a place that police can take intoxicated people to, knowing that they will receive basic medical 
care and monitoring rather than just being locked up in a police cell, and it is also an alternative to people presenting 
at hospital, where they can be disruptive to other patients. Where does this leave us? Will the Geraldton police 
simply go back to putting intoxicated people in cells and we will wait for a death in custody and then blame the 
police for it? Will they simply be left on the streets? Will they make an already busy emergency department at 
Geraldton Hospital even busier? It is a step backwards. I wonder about election payback, but maybe it is just the 
easiest service to cut because its contract is finishing. What other services will be available to fill the gap? 

MR R.H. COOK (Kwinana — Minister for Mental Health) [9.14 am]: I thank the member for Geraldton for 
bringing this issue to the attention of the chamber. We are all concerned about mental health and alcohol and other 
drug services. They are important services that impact on the most vulnerable people in our community, so it is 
appropriate that the member bring these issues to the attention of the chamber. Indeed, we have particularly high 
ambitions for the way we will improve services in the Geraldton area, and that includes the implementation of 
plans to establish a step-up, step-down facility in Geraldton, in addition to the election commitments we made to 
redevelop the emergency department at Geraldton Hospital to incorporate a mental health observation area and 
acute mental health beds. This is in part in response to the growing and changing nature of mental health issues in 
our community. As the member rightly pointed out, this service was launched by a Labor government in 2002 in 
part in response to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. In 2002, it was an appropriate 
response for people needing these services. However, things change and we have to continually update the services 
that are available to the community to make sure that we are getting appropriate services into those communities 
and that we are doing so in a manner that provides the best value for money for the WA taxpayer. 

The Geraldton Sobering Up Centre provides overnight accommodation for intoxicated people five nights a week. 
In the six months between July and December this year, $260 900 will be provided to Hope Community Services 
for this service. As the member pointed out, the current contract is due to expire in December 2017. Hope 
Community Services reported that attending numbers at the centre have been low for over three years, with the 
number of admissions throughout that period failing to meet the contracted levels for which it was engaged by the 
Mental Health Commission. To highlight this, based on the available data, out of the 1 447 admissions in 2016, it 
appears that almost 50 per cent were attributed to approximately 10 people, with one person admitted 143 times. 
People in Geraldton with alcohol and other drug issues obviously go beyond these 10 particular people. There are 
better ways that we can contribute to assisting people with chronic alcohol addiction. People in Geraldton with 
alcohol and other drug issues will continue to be serviced by the Midwest Community Alcohol and Drug Service 
and the Hope Springs Community Farm, which provides a long-term residential program for people affected by 
alcohol and drug misuse.  

The message is that we have to continue to make sure that we are providing appropriate services for this particular 
cohort of people in the community who have alcohol and other drug addictions. In 2002, we did not know about 
methamphetamine and the impact that ice would have on our community. We have to continually cross-examine 
ourselves to make sure that the services we provide continue to meet the changing needs of the community that 
they are to serve. The state government has committed to continue to provide support services for alcohol and drug 
issues in our regional areas. However, this must always be balanced with prioritising funding for those 
organisations that demonstrate a clear community need based on evidence about the services they provide. 
As I said, the Geraldton Sobering Up Centre was not meeting the KPIs we anticipated it would be able to achieve 
through the service. It appears that about 1 440 incidents of services were primarily going to a very small number 
in the community. The Mental Health Commission will continue to work with the community to make sure that 
we are constantly apprised of the needs of the community. We will work with other service providers in that area, 
and all mental health, alcohol and other drug service stakeholders, to make sure that the services we provide are 
continuing to meet the needs of the Geraldton community. Other services will assist in continuing to serve the 
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Aboriginal community in Geraldton, including the service provided by Meedac, which operates a patrol service 
from its offices in Geraldton, and of course the Yamatji Patrol, which continues to provide a patrol service funded 
by the Department of Justice from its building in Larkin Street. 
We will continue to monitor the situation in relation to Geraldton alcohol and other drug services. We will continue 
to monitor the incidence of addiction and make sure that the services that we provide in that community meet its 
needs. As I said, this service has been in place since 2002. The nature of addiction and drugs in our community 
continues to change and we must constantly make sure that we are driving value for money for the taxpayer in the 
services that we provide. 
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