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ABUSE OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [5.57 pm]:  Last night I made a rather emotional speech in this 
house about child abuse and in particular about the mismanagement of the Department for Community 
Development and the minister’s responsibility, or lack of it, for the 42 children in state care who have been 
abused, including 12 children in the past six months.  My colleagues and I are putting pressure on Minister 
McHale on behalf of all state wards.  I heard the minister’s response to my speech when she was interviewed on 
ABC radio this morning by Geraldine Mellet.  Among other things, the minister said that abuse in foster care 
must be taken in context, as some children push foster care parents to the limit.  What an extraordinary statement 
for a minister to make!   

Hon Barbara Scott:  It’s a disgrace.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  My colleague Hon Barbara Scott said that it is disgraceful.  I have other words 
that I could use along those lines.  The minister has made an absolutely outrageous mistake.  Is the minister 
putting that idea forward as an excuse for why children are abused?  As stated in The Weekend Australian, one of 
the many tragedies of childhood abuse is that children are consigned to suffering in secret.  As if physical and 
emotional wounds were not punishment enough, they are rendered mute by their experiences - ashamed, 
isolated, depressed and unable to name the very thing that torments them.  The Minister for Community 
Development has said that foster care must be taken in context, as some children push foster carers to the limit.  
The minister needs to understand what child abuse is all about, and if she does not know after four years, she 
should resign and let someone with understanding and empathy take responsibility for a department that is very 
much in crisis.  Whatever happened to the words “in the best interests of the child”?  They went out the window 
today when I heard the Premier say that he would not be conducting an independent inquiry, meaning that his 
government would not be looking into the Department for Community Development.  He then launched into an 
explanation about how much money the government had put into DCD.  He then raised the issue of the Gordon 
inquiry and said that the government was monitoring this abuse.  Monitoring!  There was no mention of 
prevention.  Certainly, no apology was given to these children.  Even his counterpart in Queensland, Peter 
Beattie, said that child abuse was a national disgrace.  Our Premier talks about monitoring these 42 children who 
should have been in a safe environment in the first place, while in state care. 

On 5 May I put on the notice paper a motion to establish a select committee on this subject.  If I am successful 
with it, the committee will look at the assessment procedures for foster carers.  It is my intention to put to the 
government that clinical psychologists should do these assessments.  This is what is called preventing, not 
monitoring.  It is too late to do something after the event.  Why should these kids cop a double dose of abuse?  
The government should not blame the problems that we have in society as a link for why a child is abused in 
state care.  That is what the Premier said today.  Sure, we have a lot of problems in society, but what does that 
have to do with state wards being abused while in state care?  Excuses!  Clinical psychologists are highly skilled 
and, if assessments are outsourced, that will leave the social workers free to do the things they should do, which 
are the day-to-day practical aspects of their job.  Social workers should not have to do foster care assessments.  I 
acknowledge the wonderful job that most foster carers do.  However, as I have said before, to have 42 little ones 
abused while in state care shows that this system is not working and something needs to be done.   

That is only one section of DCD that is in crisis.  The minister has said that what has happened is inexcusable.  
She does not have any other defence - it is inexcusable.  What will she do about it?  Where are the preventative 
measures that she is going to put in place?  Rosemary Cant prepared a report titled “A Way Forward for Foster 
Carers”.  Everything in that report was commonsense and should have been done automatically.  Criminal 
checks have only just started.  The department is in crisis and this is a disgrace.  How many state wards will be 
abused before this minister does something?  What is an acceptable number?  The minister is a disgrace! 
 


