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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE COMMISSIONER FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE 

Fifth Report — “2014–2015 Annual Report” — Tabling 
MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [10.04 am]: I present for tabling the fifth report of the Joint Standing Committee 
on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, “2014–2015 Annual Report”. 
[See paper 3552.] 
Ms L.L. BAKER: The Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People is 
a parliamentary oversight committee charged with monitoring, reviewing and reporting on the exercise of the 
functions of the independent statutory authority, the Commissioner for Children and Young People. The point 
that this committee is an oversight committee is an important one, as it speaks to the accountability of the 
committee to the Parliament and, ultimately, of the Parliament to the people of this state. It is this model of 
accountability that underpins the committee’s work, as detailed in this annual report for 2014–15 just tabled. 

Over the period of this report the committee has taken evidence from or been briefed by 52 people. Those people 
provided the committee with information on contemporary issues faced by Western Australian children and 
youth, and substantially contributed to the committee’s ability to monitor the activities of the office of the 
commissioner. This information and evidence also helped inform the committee about its review into the 
exercise of the functions of the commissioner. 
This review, which has particular regard to the recommendations contained within the statutory review of the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006, is of primary importance to the committee and sits at 
the forefront of the committee’s accountability role to this Parliament. To illustrate this, the committee is 
interested in the recommendation that the children’s commissioner should perform a child abuse complaints 
support role. There is very limited detail in the statutory review as to how this complaints function should 
operate. The question, then, of what the role should entail is of clear interest to the committee, and we have 
a responsibility to examine how the commissioner will best perform the proposed role. 
It is also a responsibility of the committee to ensure that the core principles of the commissioner’s act are upheld. 
These core principles include protecting children from harm and exploitation, and supporting parents, families 
and communities in carrying out their primary roles in safeguarding and promoting the wellbeing of children, all 
of which are very relevant to the committee’s current review. Any future response to the proposed role of the 
children’s commissioner must include the commissioner being able to effectively carry out these principles for 
all children and young people in this state. It is clear from the evidence the committee has received to date that 
there is a role for the commissioner to play in accordance with these core principles that will ultimately assist 
and support vulnerable children and their families impacted by child abuse and neglect. The role must be part of 
an integrated response, as the complexities and sensitivities surrounding child abuse do not sit in  
a one-dimensional landscape. At its broadest, the responsibility to help mitigate the dreadful and traumatic 
impacts of child abuse also falls on the government and the community. The assistance that is provided to 
vulnerable children and families who have experienced impacts of child abuse demands a whole-of-government 
and a whole-of-community response. 

In conducting our review into the reporting roles of child abuse for the commissioner, the committee discovered 
increasing awareness of the impacts of what is known as “complex trauma” on children and families who have 
been exposed to traumatic life events such as abuse and neglect. Simply put, complex trauma occurs as a result 
of traumatic stressors that are interpersonal, premeditated, planned and perpetrated by one human being on 
another. If such complex trauma occurs in childhood, it is particularly damaging. These actions can be both 
violating and exploitative to another person. The survivors of complex trauma are likely to have histories of 
physical and/or sexual abuse, as well as chronic neglect and/or protracted emotional abuse. Such trauma 
frequently leads to a diversity of mental health problems and co-occurring problems such as poor physical 
health, substance abuse, eating disorders, relationship and self-esteem issues, suicidal tendencies and even 
contact with the criminal justice system. 

The committee has learnt that agencies are working towards becoming more trauma-informed and are looking to 
incorporate what is known as a trauma-informed care and practice approach, or TICP, to their service delivery. 
Our committee is considering how that model could be applied to improve the reporting regime for child abuse, 
and how it may influence the role of the Commissioner for Children and Young People into the future.  
Trauma-informed care and practice—TICP—is a paradigm shift in service delivery culture, and an integral part 
of recovery-oriented practice. The key principles sitting behind trauma-informed care include safety, 
trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, empowerment, and understanding that recovery is possible for everyone, 
regardless of how vulnerable they may appear. The literature clearly shows that childhood trauma is widespread 
across all social, economic, ethnic and cultural boundaries. Without appropriate intervention, adverse child 
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experiences may result in long-term disease, disability and chronic social problems; they can also lead to early 
death. In America, the Adverse Child Experiences study has established that adverse childhood experiences in 
the USA are major risk factors for disease and early death, as well as poor quality of life. In Australia, this 
understanding of the relationship between adverse childhood experiences identified in the ACE study, and poor 
health and social outcomes, needs to inform policy and practice. The costs of unrecognised and untreated 
complex trauma are enormous, and everyone pays. In contrast, a focus on the recovery of traumatised children, 
together with the prevention of abuse, changes children’s lives for the better forever. The Australian Childhood 
Foundation states — 

Helping children to heal from the trauma of abuse and neglect means giving back to them something 
that should never have been taken away in the first place—their childhood. 

The importance of giving children their childhood back cannot be understated. Our committee is aware that this 
recovery pathway is one that professionals in child and family organisations in this state are starting to head 
down, but more needs to be done. Although some organisations and services in Australia acknowledge and 
address trauma and recovery in the work they do, recent studies and reports suggest that few had fully 
incorporated the practice of recovery and trauma-informed care into policy development and implementation, all 
the way through to care and practice. 
In a report published in February 2014 by the Parenting Research Centre, literature was reviewed that reported 
on evaluations of approaches that target outcomes in children exposed to or at risk of prolonged trauma through 
abuse and neglect. The results of this review are worrying. It found that in Australia there is a noticeable lack of 
trauma-informed models within service delivery for children exposed to complex trauma within child and family 
support services. The report also noted consultations with senior managers of government and non-government 
organisations, during which it was revealed that they were generally aware of the concept of complex trauma and 
of trauma-informed practice, but admitted that more needed to be done to implement the understandings from 
this framework within their service delivery. To a large extent that is because the evaluation of outcomes of these 
programs is simply not happening enough. The lack of evaluation and rigour in Australia in the delivery of 
programs to this vulnerable group is concerning. It has become clear that there needs to be greater attention to 
evaluation of programs within services in the child protection sector, as the lack of evaluation means, in the 
words of someone who recently gave evidence to our committee — 

Some of those programs do not necessarily help the people they intend to help in the way that they need 
to be helped. 

Western Australia is not alone in having a gap between what is known to be beneficial to children at the level of 
research, and the translation of those insights to treatment programs and the organisation of service delivery. 
A recently released report of the Victorian Principal Commissioner for Children and Young People, titled “... as 
a good parent would...”, found that the residential care system in Victoria has a long way to go in being trauma-
informed. Importantly, that report recognises the importance of a care system being organised around trauma and 
recovery, rather than just dealing with the front end of abuse and risk, leading to and informing best practice for 
the child. 

As ensuring that the best interests of the child are taken into account is of paramount importance to the work of 
our commissioner, a continued focus of our review will be to assess how the commissioner might be able to 
assist agencies, community groups and vulnerable children and families in the effective application of the 
framework known as recovery-oriented practice. Our committee expects to report our findings on this very 
important matter to Parliament early next year. 

Finally, I draw the house’s attention to our continuing advocacy for the appointment of a permanent 
commissioner. I stand before members after an almost three-year void. This government has not appointed 
a permanent children’s commissioner for going on three years. We have had an acting commissioner who is 
doing her very best, but that is not the point. The point is that children in Western Australia are still not being 
given the advantage of having a secure children’s commissioner who is independent of government, has an 
independent voice and who can speak with authority on behalf of children and young people without being 
unduly influenced by the policies of government. Our committee has once again written to the Attorney General 
requesting immediate attention to this matter. We have written many times. We also continue to oversee the 
work of the commissioner to ensure that there is effective administration of the Commissioner for Children and 
Young People Act. 

In closing, I formally thank my fellow committee members for their dedicated work, including my colleague the 
member for Perth. I thank the member for Perth for all she brings to the committee. My deputy chair is 
Hon Robyn McSweeney, who is a former Minister for Child Protection and brings a wealth of experience that 
informs our work. Hon Dr Sally Talbot is a very experienced senior member of this Parliament, without whose 
advice I would, on occasion, be floundering. We work together as a team, and I am very proud of that. Our team 
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is assisted by two remarkable individuals. Our principal research officer, Ms Renee Gould, is standing on 
two feet now, but she had a small ankle injury on a tour somewhere and was grounded at the hotel for some time, 
much to her dismay. Her work with this committee has been outstanding. Our more recent acquisition is 
Vanessa Beckingham, who brings a lightness and refreshing intellect to the work of the committee. She has an 
incisive mind and a genuine passion for the work the committee does. 

I again beg this Premier to make good on the promises he made to this Parliament when he said that the 
Blaxell recommendations would be implemented, and that we would have a permanent children’s commissioner 
with an independent voice who would not be asked to deliver policies on behalf of government, but be asked by 
all the children of this state to represent their best interests and be a voice for the vulnerable in our community. 
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