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DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT - CHILD PROTECTION 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [9.46 pm]:  Today the opposition debated a motion in the other 
house to establish a royal commission into the Department for Community Development. 
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Ken Travers):  Order!  The member should not, and I hope will not, refer to 
a debate in the other place. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No, I have notes here. 
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  You have opened your remarks with comments about the debate in the other 
place, and I remind the member that it is improper and against standing orders to refer to debates in the other 
place. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Anyway, the motion was defeated because the government is under the 
misapprehension -  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order!  I have just told the member that she is not at liberty to discuss the debate 
that took place in the other place.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  The Department for Community Development has many systemic problems.  
How many reviews into systemic problems in this department does the government need?  There has been 
review after review, and the minister has now called for another one.  What does this government not understand 
about systemic failure?  The sisterhood is alive and well, but I will not go into that again.  To the Premier and to 
Minister Templeman I say that nothing will change until they get a new broom and start sweeping from the top 
down.  There is a culture of protection in that department; protection of oneself at the highest level.  There is a 
culture of keeping children with their parents no matter what the circumstances, because it is believed to be in 
their best interests.  Then, once a child is apprehended, the department has a culture of keeping the child with a 
foster parent instead of trying to reunite the child with the parents.  There is no flexibility; there are two rules and 
nothing in between.  The department does not even have a reunification policy, and this is 2006.  I draw the line 
at a reunification with parents when the sexual predator or perpetrator is still in the house; however, in situations 
relating to any other case of abuse in the home, if the parents have shown a willingness to undertake programs 
and to change and have stopped drinking and violence has ceased - violence is usually drug or alcohol related - 
and if the parents have done everything the department has told them to, gradual reunification should take place.  
I have examples of case after case in which parents are not allowed contact, yet, when they are allowed contact, 
untrained workers who are just drivers employed by the department take the children to see their parents.  These 
untrained workers then sit in the corner and write down every detail they can.  How disconcerting is that?  How 
are parents ever meant to have any normality with that going on? 

The chief executive officer of the Department for Community Development, Jane Brazier, has presided over the 
worst period I can remember for this department, as has Sheila McHale, the former minister.  They have had five 
years at the helm, and what have we seen?  Review after review; report after report.  I have six reports in front of 
me here.  Four of them were done in the past two years and all contain recommendations.  They culminate in the 
most shocking report I have read so far, which is the Ombudsman’s report into hostels.  In this state, 350 
children have alleged some sort of abuse while in foster care, amounting to approximately 400 allegations.  That 
is one-third of all wards, if it is conceded that there are some 2 000 wards, with 1 500 in care at any given time.  
The government does not seem to care whether some Aboriginal children go to school or whether they are 
abused or have sexually transmitted diseases.  The government seems not to care that their mortality rate is 
extremely high.  Dr Jane Freemantle’s excellent research shows that the mortality rate for Aboriginal children 
has been way off the scale over the past 20 years.  What has happened at Halls Creek recently?  Nothing!  There 
was great fanfare about doing something for the Aboriginal children in Halls Creek, but nothing has eventuated.   

We now have terrible allegations of abuse coming out of the institutionalised care facility at Lake Jasper in 
Nannup.  Grandmas have called me and told me that their grandchildren are being put into restraints.  Some of 
these children are only 10 years of age.  They come from Broome and Port Hedland.  They have been taken out 
of their cultural areas and placed down south where it is cold and where they know nobody.  I thought this 
government had a degree of compassion for Aboriginal people, yet that is what it is doing to children!  I did not 
think that the Department for Community Development was meant to do that with Aboriginal children.  A 
review of Lake Jasper was meant to have taken place because of these allegations of abuse, and the outcome of 
that review should have been presented in December 2005.  So far there has been no report.  There is no 
difference between what is happening at Lake Jasper and what was referred to in the Ombudsman’s report on 
hostels if the reports from grandmas who are ringing me are anything to go by.  The only difference is that these 
allegations of abuse have come from Aboriginal children and they are being looked after by Aboriginal people.  I 
think that the state believes that it does not have a role to play in this.  It does because the institution is funded by 
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DCD.  Personally, I do not give a damn what colour or race children are.  They deserve to be safe, but if the 
reports are true - I have no reason to believe that they are not true - obviously they are not safe in the institutional 
care that they are getting at Lake Jasper.  This government should table the review that it has done on Lake 
Jasper.  This government allows children to die of sudden infant death syndrome and co-sleeping, which is a 
preventable disease.  I say “allows” because I have not seen any education program.  Where is the education 
campaign to stop this happening?  For goodness sake!  David Templeman, the Minister for Community 
Development, said that he was not aware of the SIDS web site.  Any government minister worth his salt would at 
least look at the web site and see what it is all about instead of letting his department head answer a question that 
I asked by saying that he was not aware of a SIDS web site.  For goodness sake, he is the minister in charge of 
the DCD! 

I asked a question today about Jessicarose Garvey and I was absolutely fobbed off.  I was disgusted with the 
answer.  I will not be fobbed off because 214 children who have had some form of contact with DCD have died 
in this state under this government’s watch.  This little baby died in the same month that Wade Scale died, and 
she died in horrific circumstances.  Reports tell me that welfare officers checked on her just before her death and 
reported no abuse.  The only conclusion that I can come up with is that that little baby was covered when they 
visited or that she was asleep and they did not want to wake her.  That little baby had a broken arm - the bone 
had been snapped in two; collarbone injuries; broken ribs; fractures to her hip, knees and ankles; numerous 
bruises; and serious swelling and haemorrhaging in the brain.  If the departmental workers had been doing their 
jobs, they would have picked up the baby, who would have started crying because she was in so much pain or 
who would have been lethargic and still.  Either way, the welfare workers would have sensed that something was 
wrong with that baby.  I do not have any medical experience, but I have been in that social welfare position and I 
have checked babies.  What many of the reports say, both here and in other states, is that social workers and 
welfare officers do not understand or do not know how to detect abuse.  Many universities reportedly offer only 
elective courses on this topic.  They do not impose mandatory requirements for courses to detect child abuse.  It 
is high time that they did.   

I have told this story in this place before.  When I was very new to the job of social welfare officer, a 16-year-old 
had a baby.  The public believed that she was hopeless and there were many reports of her being seen holding 
the baby the wrong way.  She would walk up the street with bare feet pushing the pram, and she was obviously 
very young so that people in the community did not like what they saw.  The grandparents and the doctors 
wanted this baby apprehended.  However, I knew that if this baby were taken from her, she would only have 
another one and we would all be back in the same situation.  Therefore, I thought we would be better off putting 
in support and monitoring that baby - I mean proper monitoring.  I walked into her house and it was filthy.  
There were clothes everywhere and not a clean bench was in sight.  Bins were overflowing.  However, when I 
looked at where the baby slept, I found that she was clean.  I took off her nappy and she did not have any rash.  
The baby’s sterilisation equipment was also clean.  The mother, therefore, knew how to look after the baby and it 
was in warm clothes.  Sure, the mother had no shoes and she was young, but I made the decision to leave the 
baby with its mother and to put in support.  However, it was not my decision because I had a senior casework 
supervisor and I had a team leader.  This government has been very negligent.  It has taken away senior 
casework supervisors so that no-one is supervising the social workers.  The social workers have one very 
overworked team leader.  This government is negligent.  Those social workers do not have anyone to go to 
except an overworked team leader.  The government should reinstate the senior casework supervisors so that 
these babies will be safe in our community.  At the moment they are not.  If this government believes that it will 
get 87 social workers just like that and put them back into the department without any training, it is mistaken.  I 
am really pleased that the government has allocated $50 million to the department and I am really pleased also 
that there will be 87 extra workers.  However, they have to have eight weeks of training, including DCD 
training; they will not be ready.  There are 900 little kids out there who are in a queue as potential deaths in this 
state and that will continue for another couple of months unless the government can get into the system workers 
who are already trained.   

I am disappointed that a royal commission will not be held into this department because it is needed.  All politics 
aside, when children in this state are dying at an increasing rate, we as legislators need to step in. 

House adjourned at 9.55 pm 
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