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SUDDEN INFANT DEATH SYNDROME 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [9.56 pm]:  Tonight I will talk about sudden infant death 
syndrome.  It is very tragic when someone’s baby dies of SIDS.  However, it is even more tragic when that baby 
is known to the Department for Community Development and dies of SIDS.  With education, these deaths are 
preventable. 
The SIDS and Kids safe sleeping program is aimed at creating a safe sleeping environment for babies and young 
children to reduce the risk of SIDS and fatal sleep accidents.  The program is based on scientific evidence and 
was developed by Australian SIDS researchers, paediatricians, pathologists and child health experts.  In 2003-04, 
15 children under the age of one died of sudden unexplained death and co-sleeping, and in 2004-05, some 25 
children died of SIDS and co-sleeping.  These children were not in the general population; they were children of 
people who were known to the department.  This figure seems very high.   
In New South Wales, where the population is some 6.8 million and there are about 86 000 births, there are only 
18 deaths a year from SIDS.  In Victoria, where the population is five million and there are about 65 000 births, 
the number of deaths from SIDS is about 16.  In Queensland, where the population is four million and there are 
about 49 000 births, the number of deaths from SIDS is 17.  In Western Australia, which has a population of two 
million and there are about 24 000 births, one group of figures shows that there are 15 deaths from SIDS and 
another group shows that there are 25 deaths, and they are only the ones known to DCD.  In fact, of the 80 
coroner notifications to DCD in 2003-04, 42 of those involved had some form of contact with the department, 30 
children were under five years of age, and 21 were aged under one.  Of those 21, some 15 died of SIDS and co-
sleeping.  In 2004-05, there were 96 coroner notifications to DCD, and 53 children were known to the 
department.  Of those 53, 43 were under the age of five, and 34 were under the age of one.  Of those child 
deaths, some 25 died of SIDS.  In 2004, the total Australian average was 70.   
I believe this government has been negligent by not doing enough to prevent these deaths.  They are preventable.  
The very sad fact about all these deaths is that half of those in the inquiry population are Aboriginal babies, and 
some of the figures that I have show that they are Aboriginal babies in half the cases.  The other sad fact is that 
the former Minister for Community Development, Sheila McHale, knows that a high number of Aboriginal 
children are dying from SIDS and co-sleeping.  She knew when she was Minister for Community Development 
and she knows now that she is Minister for Indigenous Affairs.  It is well documented that families who are at 
high risk of SIDS are also at high risk of accidental death and many other health and safety problems.  That 
quote is also from the SIDS and Kids safe sleeping program.  If I do not have time to go into detail on that 
program, I will do it later, because it is very educational. 
In 1990, prior to the campaign SIDS and Kids Australia, there were 506 SIDS deaths in Australia.  As I have 
said, there are now only 70.  However, in the Western Australian population, 25 out of 34 and 15 out of 21 
deaths were from SIDS.  In Norway there were only 11 deaths from sudden infant death syndrome in 2003.  In 
Scotland, there were 29 deaths from SIDS in 2004.  The number of births in Finland is comparable with Victoria, 
and both Finland and Victoria had the same death rate from SIDS; that is, 16.   
I come back to Aboriginal babies who are dying at a high rate from SIDS.  The then minister, Sheila McHale, in 
answering a grievance by Margaret Quirk in May 2004 said that it had been identified that of the notifications of 
child deaths to the Department for Community Development in 2003, 16 cases involved co-sleeping and 10 of 
the children in those case were identified as Aboriginal children.  She went on to say that other factors included 
alcohol and substance abuse.  The minister then talked about having an education campaign and she ensured 
members that action was being taken.  What action?  I cannot see where any action has been taken.  It must not 
be working if these government figures are correct.   
As the shadow Minister for Community Development, I, along with my colleagues, have been calling for a royal 
commission.  We know that it will be only through a royal commission that the systemic failures of the 
Department for Community Development will be exposed, which is what should happen.  This will effect 
change that will provide the resources and professionalism that are needed to make child protection in this state a 
priority.  That is something that is not being done.  I have said previously that the Department for Community 
Development needs a broom through it, from the top down.  The sisterhood is firmly entrenched and it needs to 
change.  I was rather amused today to hear in the ministerial statement by the Minister for Community 
Development, David Templeman, that a review of the Department for Community Development will take place.  
I was amused because the same thing happened when the Greens (WA) supported the appointment of a Select 
Committee on the Adequacy of Foster Care Assessment Procedures by the Department for Community 
Development.  The government knew that it was in trouble and had to do something.  It announced that Gwenn 
Murray would conduct a review and report on the quality assurance and review of unsubstantiated allegations of 
abuse in care.  Prior to that, in 2004 Cant and Downey was commissioned to report on the quality assurance of 
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the Department for Community Development’s systems and processes for children in care.  We now have that 
report of 2004 and the Gwenn Murray report of December 2005 and last week, eight months later, the select 
committee that I chaired reported.  Hon Giz Watson and Hon Sue Ellery were members of that committee.  
There have been three reports in under three years, and all have recommended that this department must change.  
The government has said that it will act on all the recommendations.  It has not acted on some of the 
recommendations in the Cant and Downey report, which was released in 2004.   
I read the Minister for Community Development’s press release tonight and I reached the conclusion that he 
must be living on another planet.  He is certainly not living on this planet and he has certainly not been in this 
Parliament.  He must be responsible for another department and not the Department for Community 
Development.  If that is not the case, the sisterhood has got to him.  He said that the government’s record in child 
protection speaks for itself.  It certainly does.  He should tell that to the 57 children who have copped a double 
dose of abuse on Sheila McHale’s watch; and he should tell that to the 350 foster children who have alleged 
some sort of abuse while in state care.  What about the children who have been put into relative care by a system 
that says family is best and who have been re-abused because the problems are generational and systemic?  He 
should tell the 500 Aboriginal children under the age of 14 who have sexually transmitted diseases - 16 of them 
are babies - that the government’s record speaks for itself.  What is the government doing about that?  He should 
also tell that to the little boy’s grandmother who pleaded that her grandson be taken out of his parents’ care.  He 
was, only to be placed back in his parents’ care a short time later, and he died.   
Why is Western Australia the only state not to have mandatory reporting?  Tell that to the relatives of 159 
children who had contact with the department and who have died over the past four years.  I admit that it is a 
department that Hon David Templeman inherited from former minister Sheila McHale.  Minister Templeman 
has the hide to say that the opposition was responsible for creating and perpetuating a misconception that all 
child deaths were at the hands of abusive parents or negligent social workers and that through its contact with 
families the department can somehow prevent some of these deaths.  These deaths could have been prevented.  
The minister should be ashamed of himself.  I suggest that he read the Child Death Review Committee reports.  I 
will remind him what was said in both of them.  The indicators are that the safety and wellbeing of the majority 
of these infants and young children were likely to have been in jeopardy.  It is no wonder.  Of the cases 
reviewed, three were sudden, unexplained deaths, five were unlawful homicides, two resulted from suffocation, 
four drowned, one was accidental and three resulted from vehicle accidents.  Seventy-five per cent had issues of 
family violence; 80 per cent had issues concerning the care and safety of children in the family; 75 per cent of 
the families had substance or drug use, or histories of misuse.  All of these are preventable.  The minister owes 
me and the opposition an apology.  By investigating the Department for Community Development under the 
Public Sector Management Act, the Carpenter government has ensured that, among other things, the failings and 
negligence of the former Minister for Community Development, Ms Sheila McHale, will not be investigated.  
The review is a closed shop.  The opposition’s proposed royal commission would be wide ranging and would 
have the capacity to make the department workable.  All this government’s review will do is make 
recommendations that will go nowhere.  I can always hope that change will occur, but until this minister gets rid 
of the sisterhood, I doubt whether anything will change, and that is to the detriment of children in this state.  
 


