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ITALO–AUSTRALIAN WELFARE AND CULTURAL CENTRE — ITALIAN LANGUAGE 
PROGRAM 

Grievance 

MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan) [9.37 am]: I thank the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests for 
coming into the chamber to receive this grievance. A number of members on this side of the house are very 
concerned about the potential cuts to the Italian language program. I acknowledge the work being done by the 
members for Fremantle, Armadale and Warnbro on this issue. I also acknowledge the member for Maylands who 
has written, or is about to write, to the minister about the potential cuts to the Polish language program. The 
member has raised that matter and I acknowledge it is also a serious issue. 

Many members on this side have been working with the Italian community on a range of issues, but particularly 
the Italian language program. The shadow Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests has allowed me to 
bring this grievance into this place, and also acknowledges that it is a serious issue. Key concerns have been 
raised by the Italo–Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre. As we know, the centre is a not-for-profit 
organisation. The centre has been running an Italian language program for over 35 years, both insertion 
programs and after-hour classes. The centre has offered classes to government primary schools and this has been 
made possible by contributions provided by state, federal and Italian governments. I spoke with the consul the 
other day and he basically reiterated how well respected this centre is nationally and internationally for the level 
of expertise and rigour it applies to what it does. It is a great asset for the state to have such a centre. The centre 
has been doing very good work in the community over the past 35 years, and it is well respected. 

The current Italian government policy is to promote the Italian language abroad. That is governed by a series of 
laws and regulations. The Italian government provides funding and direct educational support for 
800 000 students worldwide, in over 250 cities, including six in Australia. Around 20 per cent of the Italian 
language students in Australia learn Italian in curricular courses offered by the Italian government in both public 
and private schools through the Italo–Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre as the local provider. The Italian 
and Australian governments are negotiating the renewal of the bilateral cultural agreement, which addresses the 
promotion of the Italian language in Australia. Under the banner of community language, the state government 
contribution is about $35 per student. That funding has not increased since 1992. Currently, the centre has about 
22 000 students in its programs, which are offered in both the metropolitan area and the regions, and employs 
86 teachers. 
The community language program has been transferred from the Department of Education to the Office of 
Multicultural Interests. The key point that has been raised with me is the lack of engagement with the Italian 
community about the transfer of this program. There has been little, or no, consultation on this transfer. Another 
key issue is that moving this program from the education sector to multicultural interests suggests that this 
program is not something that we want in our education system. I believe that is a very negative view to take. 
On 21 May, during the estimates committee process, I asked the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural 
Interests about the funding for the Italian language program, and the minister’s response was, in part — 

We will look through the review and at the intent of the program now—what it should be and the 
criteria for allocating money across all languages. Other issues spring up about what is to be done about 
the quality of teachers and whatnot … 

The minister said also that the review was instigated because a large number of groups had come to him over 
time asking for assistance and complaining about the allocation to the Italian language program. I do not think 
this should be a debate about the Italian language and other European languages versus Asian languages. I do not 
think that is a healthy debate, and I do not think that is a debate we should be engaged in. It should not be about 
cutting programs for one language to fund another language. It should be about promoting a second or third 
language in not only our education system, but also the community. Communities are richer when people are 
able to speak other languages and appreciate other cultures. I think it is true to say that Italian continues to be 
a very popular language to learn in our schools and in our community. The statistics that I have seen indicate that 
although someone like me would be interested in the Italian language because of my Italian background, only 
about five per cent of the people who study the Italian language have an Italian background. Therefore, there 
continues to be a keen interest in the Western Australian community to learn the Italian language. 

A very good system is already in place. Too often in our community we disregard the work that has been put into 
systems and processes. We should recognise what is there, and not try to tear it down, because once we cut these 
programs and tear these centres apart, it will be very hard to rebuild them. As I have said, we should not be 
pitching the Italian language against Asian languages. We should support all languages, in particular the teaching 
of languages at school. The process that has been instigated has failed to pay due respect to the role of Italian 
language in our community. The government likes to pay lip-service to the role of the Italian community, but by 
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cutting this program, it is undermining all the lip-service that it has given to the Italian community over the past 
few years. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests) [9.44 am]: There have 
been no cuts whatsoever, just to start off. For the interest of members, particularly the member for Bunbury, and 
others, I would like to go through the background of this issue. There has been a community languages program 
since 1981. That program is jointly funded by the commonwealth and state governments. The program has until 
recently been funded out of the Department of Education Services, and it has now been transferred to the 
Office of Multicultural Interests. The program had not been reviewed in that period. It was set up to help ethnic 
community groups to train kids, and others in the community, after school, in their own language. It was meant 
to help non-profit ethnic organisations to provide language and cultural training in not only their communities 
but the wider community. It is an excellent program. The program has received funding from the commonwealth 
and state governments, as I have said. Exactly what money comes from the commonwealth is not clear, and the 
history of the funding is very vague. It has not been well managed. We are trying to get to the bottom of it. 

Ms R. Saffioti: Did you say it has not been well managed? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The funding through the Department of Education Services has not been well managed and 
reviewed, so we are undertaking a review of that, and I will go into that in detail. The purpose of the program is 
to help after-school community groups train their kids and the community in language and enhance the language 
of migrant communities and non–English speaking communities, and to foster culture. It was sitting there 
dormant, as the member for West Swan indicated. I have had concerns expressed to me, and I have received 
many complaints from rapidly growing ethnic communities, such as the Indian, Chinese and African 
communities, about the inadequacy of funding through this program to them, particularly relative to the funding 
that is provided in other states. Therefore, I put it out to tender, and Erebus International has been hired to 
undertake a review of the program. Erebus International is the leading group in this area. It has undertaken 
reviews of the community language program in New South Wales and Victoria, it has worked for the Australian 
Federation of Ethnic Schools Associations, and it was hired by the commonwealth government to develop the 
national quality assurance framework for community language schools. It is eminently qualified. 
Erebus International has engaged in wide consultation with the community, not only the Italian community but 
also other communities. It has held focus groups and it has met with all the interest groups, with Catholic schools 
and with public schools—everyone—extensively over the last six months. I have also met with the Italian 
community repeatedly, as have my staff, and as has OMI. Therefore, to say that there was no consultation is just 
silly. There have been no cuts. No decision has been made. 

I received yesterday a draft report, and I will have a look at it for a while and then release it for public 
consultation. One thing that has come out of that report is that we in Western Australia spend a lot less on our 
community languages program than is the case in other states. We spent about $1.058 million last year. By the 
way, when the program was transferred to OMI last year—it came over officially in March—I continued the 
funding in full and the allocation as per I received it; I took the $1.058 million and allocated it as it had been 
allocated in the previous year. There were no cuts. 

Ms R. Saffioti: That’s good of you, minister! 

The SPEAKER: Member for West Swan! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: About 79 per cent of that funding went to the Italo–Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre. 
That is a source of tension in the community. I understand that. The Italian language program is an excellent 
program that has been going on and has been well managed for a long time. But there is an issue about the equity 
here. Since this program commenced in 1981, there has been a very large growth in the diversity of new migrant 
communities, including Chinese, Indian, African and various others, and the residual is not very large. We have 
made no cuts. We have had extensive consultation. We will review the program. We will look at the strength of 
the commonwealth funding and we will also look at the continuation and strength of the commitment of the 
Italian government. There are concerns because of the problems in Italy. Indeed, it is well known—Erebus 
International has reported on this—that the Italian government is considering reviewing its international 
program. 

Ms R. Saffioti: Given what you’re doing, you encourage them to cut it. 

The SPEAKER: Member for West Swan! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The member raised a grievance; I ask her to please let me get through it. 

Ms R. Saffioti: You should have been here on time. 

The SPEAKER: Member for West Swan, this is enough now. I call you to order for the first time. 
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Dr M.D. NAHAN: Erebus is reviewing the issues relating to funding, the sources of funding and the 
commitment to it. We are committed to this program. My aim is to increase the amount of money going into this 
program through OMI. That is one reason we moved it from educational services to OMI. We did that by 
reviewing it to find out what its purpose is and how it is run. We came up with some principles of reallocation. 
We will come out with a report and make a decision on it. 

I understand that the Italian community is a bit concerned about cuts. It has expressed these concerns to me 
repeatedly. I have heard nothing new from the member for West Swan. We will look at it. There are issues of 
equity, fairness, sharing with new, emerging communities and allowing all the groups in the community to adapt. 
We will look at this and make an announcement. Equity and fairness and the maintenance of community 
programs will be priorities. 
 


	ITALO–AUSTRALIAN WELFARE AND CULTURAL CENTRE — ITALIAN LANGUAGE PROGRAM
	Grievance


