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COMMITTEE REPORTS - CONSIDERATION 
Committee 

The Deputy Chairman of Committees (Hon Ray Halligan) in the chair. 

Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs - Fifth Report - Overview of Petitions - Motion 
Resumed from 22 March on the following motion moved by Hon Kate Doust (Parliamentary Secretary) - 

That the report be noted. 

Hon LOUISE PRATT:  When we were considering this report last week, I was containing my remarks to the 
issue of uranium mining.  It is something that is presented not infrequently before the Environment and Public 
Affairs Committee by way of petition.  That is not surprising given the large level of public interest and Western 
Australia’s long history in taking a stand against uranium mining, and the antinuclear movements and campaigns 
that have had a strong voice in this state.  Not infrequently, the committee has dealt with a variety of nuclear 
issues.   

We received a petition in, I think, 2003 tabled by Dee Margetts, and a new petition was tabled in the new 
Parliament.  However, we did not conduct as full an inquiry as the petitioners had requested to investigate and 
evaluate the acceptability of uranium mining measured against known health hazards for workers in the uranium 
and associated industries that would arise from the establishment of a large number of mines in this state.  We 
did not do so because Western Australia has a very strong anti-uranium stance already.  The committee 
understood the government’s very strong position on this topic, which relates not only to uranium mining and its 
impact, but also to the global nuclear fuel cycle.  That includes things such as the non-proliferation treaty and the 
fact that we do not have any global storage solutions for nuclear waste.  There are many thousands of tonnes of 
nuclear waste in temporary storage solutions right around the globe.  If Australia and other countries continue to 
use nuclear power, I believe people will look to Australia to become the world’s nuclear waste dump. 

In the brief time available to me I will comment on the woodchip mill at Bunbury port and note that the 
practitioners in this case were very active in seeking a resolution to issues such as noise, dust and traffic.  They 
did so successfully, so we did not conduct an in-depth inquiry into that.  We believe the people involved in 
putting a petition to Parliament were instrumental in getting changes made to the plan for the mill.  We also 
looked at salinity, Synergy regional call centres, local midwifery care options - that issue consistently comes 
before the Parliament and there is a select committee looking into similar issues - and bushland around Perry 
Lakes region.  Again, we sought to clarify the level of protection of that bushland.  I suppose petitioners may not 
always get what they want from putting questions to government, but I realised through the work of the petitions 
committee the clear way in which they impact on the process, not only through presenting petitions to 
Parliament, but also through their efforts as community activists engaged in those issues.  We can document that 
via the work of the petitions committee, and that is an excellent endeavour. 
Hon NORMAN MOORE:  It is interesting to contemplate the notion of uranium mining in Western Australia, 
which has been the subject of a petition presented to the house and reported on by the Standing Committee on 
Environment and Public Affairs.  It is probably fortuitous that this issue is being discussed today because it is a 
matter of significant moment in respect of politics and public administration across the nation.  In the context of 
the debate on global warming there is now a renewed interest in uranium mining and the use of nuclear power as 
a green source of energy for the future of the world.  One of the things that is quite extraordinary in this current 
debate is the way in which we are seeing the Labor Party flip-flopping all over the place on the matter.  There 
was a time when, for the most basic political reasons, the Labor Party developed a three-mines policy.  It 
allowed the three existing uranium mines to operate but said that no other mines could operate.  It created this 
notion of good uranium and bad uranium.  If the uranium came from one of the three mines, it was good 
uranium, but if it came out of any other mine, it was bad uranium.  Somehow or other this three-mines policy 
was to reflect the Labor Party’s green credentials.  The bottom line was that it was hypocrisy in the extreme.  We 
now have a number of mines operating in South Australia and the Northern Territory, a federal Labor Party that 
still has a three-mines policy and a Premier in Western Australia who says that there will be no uranium mining 
while he is Premier.  The South Australian Premier, who is a Labor Premier, says that he is all for uranium 
mining, because Olympic Dam is in his state and is producing vast amounts of revenue for the South Australian 
economy.  I do not know what the view of the Northern Territory government is, other than that it has a uranium 
mine that continues to provide wealth for that territory.  I do not know whether it is an issue in New South 
Wales, Victoria or Tasmania, but it has certainly become one in Queensland.  Mr Beattie has just changed his 
mind and done a complete about turn on uranium mining in Queensland.   
I have extraordinary admiration for the way in which Mr Beattie is able to manipulate the public mind.  He is the 
only Premier in history who has twice been elected on a platform of cleaning up a state Labor Party, and he is the 
head of the Queensland Labor Party!  It is unbelievably clever politics and I suspect Alan Carpenter is going 
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down the same path: “I am the only person who can clean up the Labor Party in Western Australia, so vote for 
me again.”  We will see whether people do so in the future.  This amazing capacity to manipulate the public 
mind about the way in which his government is operating has enabled Mr Beattie to say that he will support 
uranium mining because it is a good thing.  Last week it was a bad thing and we were all going to die of some 
dreadful disease if we had uranium mining.  Now it is all right.  We also have a new federal Labor leader who is 
going to the federal conference of the Labor Party to argue for uranium mining and the abolition of the  
three-mines policy.  Does that mean the Labor Party now disowns all the arguments used against uranium 
mining in the past; does that mean it knows something we do not know; or has it actually worked out once and 
for all that this is not such a bad way to go?  It may provide a source of energy in the future that will have a 
significantly beneficial impact in respect of greenhouse emissions and global warming.   
I still cannot understand why the Western Australian government, through its Premier, continues to bury its head 
in the sand on this matter and say that it will not support uranium mining in Western Australia.  As I understand 
the Labor Party, and I may well be wrong, if a federal conference decision on uranium mining goes Mr Rudd’s 
way, it will not be binding on the state government.  If the federal conference policy decision is to support 
uranium mining - 
Hon Ed Dermer:  Naturally, the federal platform is determined at the national conference. 
Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I understand that, but does the federal platform bind the state party to a particular 
course of action? 
Hon Ed Dermer:  No. 
Hon NORMAN MOORE:  So, regardless of what Mr Rudd does, as long as Mr Carpenter says that there will 
be no uranium mining in Western Australia, we will not have any.  I do not have a problem with the government 
making decisions like this; it is entitled to make a decision and say that this is what it will and will not do.  
However, in Western Australia, companies are applying for exploration licences to explore for uranium and they 
are being granted by the dozen.  If the government is so opposed to uranium mining, why does it let companies 
explore for it?  I understand that although there is no legislation to say that there will be no uranium mining, one 
cannot get a mining lease to mine uranium.  The government will not grant one.  I do not think anybody has 
actually applied for one; I do not know of anybody who has applied.  The day will come when a company says 
that it wants to apply for a mining lease because it is sitting on $20 billion worth of uranium and would like to 
mine it.  That is when the government will have to make a hard decision.  Until now, in my view, it has not had 
to make that sort of decision.  By allowing companies to continue to explore for uranium it is creating the 
impression in the minds of the mining industry at least that some time down the track, if companies find some 
uranium, they will be able to mine it.  Mr Carpenter let the cat out of the bag the other day.  He said that he could 
see there was a potential nuclear industry for Western Australia down the track, probably well beyond his 
lifetime.  As far as I am concerned, he is not quite as clever as Mr Beattie, who did a complete U-turn, if I can 
use that expression in this debate, but he is just leaving the door slightly ajar so that when a company such as Rio 
Tinto comes along and says that it wants to mine Kintyre and it is worth $500 million in royalties to the state 
government, Mr Carpenter can say that he will open the door a bit wider so Rio can come in.  It is a bit of a sad 
debate in a sense, because all the strident opposition that the Labor Party, the Greens (WA) and other leftie 
organisations tell us about uranium mining will be jettisoned in due course when the Labor Party works out that 
uranium mining is not a bad idea because of its impact on global warming and greenhouse gas emissions and 
takes us down that path at some time. 

I will conclude by saying that I get very irritated when I listen to the Premier publicly telling everybody that one 
of the reasons that we cannot have uranium mining in Western Australia is that we will be expected to take back 
the waste from those countries that use our uranium.  I put it to the Premier, as others have, that the Northern 
Territory, which has a Labor government, and South Australia, which has a Labor government, both of which 
support uranium mining in their own territories, are not being required to take back nuclear waste from anybody.  
When we send other products overseas from Australia by way of exports, we are not required to take back any of 
the nasties that might be created by those products being processed to the next stage.  For example, when wool is 
scoured, all sorts of nasty chemicals are created.  We are not asked by anybody to take them back.  There is no 
obligation on Australia to take back nuclear waste.  Some people say that we should because it is a good 
economic industry.  I do not support that.  However, there is no obligation on us to take back nuclear waste.  
That is just an absolute furphy used by the Premier to try to create fear in the minds of people that if we have 
uranium mining, we will get a nuclear waste dump.  Similarly, there is no need for us to have a nuclear power 
station at this time, albeit that the federal Labor Party is running around saying that John Howard has to tell us 
whether it will be built in Kalamunda or in Maida Vale, when we all know, and the government of this state 
knows, that we will not get a nuclear power station in Western Australia, certainly not in my lifetime, because 
we have, as I said yesterday, vast quantities of energy in this state, and we will be using those for a long time 
before we need a nuclear power station. 
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It is a pity that this whole issue of nuclear power and uranium mining has been mixed up with the politics of this 
matter.  It has not allowed the debate on uranium mining and nuclear energy to be conducted in a mature way 
and in a way in which we can look at the issues for and against without them getting mixed up with emotive 
rubbish about all of us glowing in the night if we allow uranium mining in Western Australia at some time in the 
future. 

It was good to read the report of the committee.  It simply says that the committee notes the information 
provided in the petition and notes the hazards associated with nuclear activities.  Everybody agrees that there are 
hazards, but it is my view that they can be dealt with quite comfortably. 

Question put and passed. 
Select Committee on the Adequacy of Foster Care Assessment Procedures by the Department for Community 

Development - Report 
Resumed from 24 August 2006. 

Motion 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I move - 

That the report be noted. 

The report on the adequacy of foster care assessment procedures by the Department for Community 
Development was tabled on 24 August 2006.  Before the committee was set up, the government realised that the 
Greens would support a select committee into foster care.  Therefore, the then minister, Sheila McHale, called an 
inquiry of her own, which was to be conducted by Gwenn Murray from Queensland.  The issue that brought 
about the establishment of the select committee was the circumstances surrounding the 42 cases of abuse of 
children in care that took place between April 2004 and September 2005.  Forty-two children in a 17-month 
period were far too many to be abused.  Of course, one is far too many.  However, collectively, it was absolutely 
appalling.  The Gwenn Murray report found that in fact 59 children had been abused in that time frame, not 42 as 
was thought.  The committee looked at the adequacy of screening and assessment of, and training and support 
for, all foster carers, including new, experienced, relative and family carers.  It also looked at the adequacy of 
funding, training, supervision and support for caseworkers. 

The day before this report came out in August 2006, the Ombudsman reported on restraints being used in hostels 
and children being treated badly in hostels.  She had been working on this since 2003.  That was a pretty grim 
report, because children were being restrained.  The hostel was contravening human rights by throwing water on 
the children to wake them up - I gather that is what it was doing - and locking them out at night.  Generally, kids 
were treated as the enemy.  This all came together, so there was the committee’s report and the Ombudsman’s 
report, and not long after that the minister requested that Prudence Ford look into the Department for 
Community Development.  There was one crisis after another.  While the committee was looking at its report, 
the Ombudsman was doing her report, and Prudence Ford was about to start her report.  The committee’s report 
was about the seventh of 10 reports.  It just goes to show how bad the department was. 

To see how bad I believed the foster care system was, I asked if we could have copies of the assessments of all 
the children, which assessments said that the homes were safe for the children to go into.  We were not given the 
names of the children; obviously, they were crossed out.  However, we had all the documentation.  I would not 
have put my dog’s paw on the front steps of most of the homes that those children were going into.  I can say 
that categorically.  I was absolutely appalled.  I am not making a political point.  As a mother of four children, I 
could not see how some of those homes could have been assessed as being suitable.  Blind Freddy, if I can use 
that term, would have been able to see that in many cases the homes were not good homes - I am not saying in 
all cases, but in many of them. 

I chaired the committee, and Hon Sue Ellery, who is now the Minister for Child Protection, was also on the 
committee.  It was probably Hon Sue Ellery’s baptism of fire and introduction to the department as we went 
along and looked at foster care assessments and procedures, and all the other things that were wrong with the 
department.  The committee made 25 recommendations.  The minister has sent back the government’s response 
to the select committee’s recommendations.  The first recommendation was - 

. . . that the Department for Community Development consider extending the assessment process 
for all carers beyond their full registration by including in that process the assessments of the 
carers’ performance during the first three times that they care for a child or young person at the 
Department’s direction. 

The response from the government, I thought, was rather wishy-washy.  It states - 
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The Government recognises the need to extend assessment of carers beyond full registration.  
Regular reviews of carers are essential and conducted by qualified staff after the placement of 
each child and formally by annual review. 

However, that is not to say that what we recommended would be done.  I still believe that if a person has had a 
child placed with him or her two or three times, the review should not be conducted on an annual basis.  The 
carers should be reviewed more frequently so that we can see how they are going and how the children react in 
those homes.  I do not believe that an annual review is strong enough.  

The committee recommended that the government utilise the Western Australian Telecentre Network.  I am 
pleased that the government will adopt that recommendation, because those centres provide sessions.  That is an 
improvement.  Recommendation 3, which was suggested by me and Hon Giz Watson, reads -  

. . . wherever possible, a prospective carer who is being assessed by the Department for 
Community Development be assessed by two of the Department’s officers and/or contractors.  

Minister Ellery did not agree with that.  In its response the government stated -  

The Government agrees with the view of the Hon Sue Ellery MLC that the introduction of a 
much sharper focus on the carer assessment process (through the centralised Assessment Panel; 
assessment training for Senior Field Officers Care Services and the Fostering Services staff; 
increased support and supervision for Field Workers conducting assessments; increased correct 
qualification requirements for Assessors and the capacity to call on additional expertise where 
necessary, for example psychologists) should significantly improve this process.  

I agree with that.  However, I reiterate that there must be two assessors.  Given that Hon Sue Ellery is now the 
Minister for Child Protection, her decision to not back the recommendation that Hon Giz Watson and I put 
forward has become a problem.  I say that because in my experience social workers who visit a home only once 
to interview prospective carers miss a lot.  They need to take a partner who can take in what is going on in the 
house.  While one social worker is interviewing the prospective carers, the other person can be considering the 
environment.  Two people are always better than one.  Under the current system, after a social worker makes an 
assessment, it is reviewed by a panel.  Nobody else visits that house.  Panel members have the option of visiting 
the home, but the initial consult does not involve two assessors.  That is very dangerous.  Having looked at 
various assessments, I firmly believe that the department must have a policy of two assessors.  For as long as I 
am a member of the opposition, I will not stop advocating the idea of two assessors, because it is crucial.   

The government’s response to recommendation 3 referred to increased qualification requirements for assessors.  
It has been stated in another document - it was the Prudence Ford report or another report that I have been 
reading of late - that assessors do not have to have a degree and that they can be field workers who have 
experience.  That is all well and good.  However, when field workers with experience assess the suitability of 
carers, they should be accompanied by a psychologist.  The department seems to forget that it is placing little 
children into homes.  Those homes must be absolutely safe, but they are not.  As stated in the report, of the 59 
Aboriginal children referred to, 44 per cent had been re-abused as a result of the Aboriginal child placement 
policy that states that an Aboriginal child must be placed with Aboriginal people.  There are four categories in 
the Aboriginal placement policy.  The last category states that an Aboriginal child can be placed in a home with 
a different culture; however, the child must have strong links to that culture.  I agree with that.  The trouble is 
that the first three categories are taken as gospel and Aboriginal children are being placed into Aboriginal 
families that have proved to be dysfunctional for years.  When placing a child with an aunt or brother, the 
department does not consider the fact that that aunt or brother may have been raised in the same dysfunctional 
household.  That is why children are being re-abused.  It is not right.  The issue must be considered.   

Hon Sue Ellery:  Honourable member, we received conflicting evidence about that.  There is another point of 
view, which was quite incredible, that states that some people who experience dysfunctional circumstances 
mature into the best people who can provide support for children.  Remember the evidence of Goerke?   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I heard that evidence and took it on board.  However, I do not believe it, 
especially given the high number of children from that cohort who have been re-abused.  It is a real problem 
when 22 out of 59 children are re-abused.  I know that it does not follow that just because someone has been 
abused that that person will abuse a child in his or her care.  It would be silly of me to say so.  However, 
evidence suggests that a child who has been abused has to deal with many psychological problems.  It is difficult 
for that person to bring a child who has many psychological problems into his or her home.  It is similar to the 
magnet theory because it is the bringing together of opposing forces, which is not good for the child or the carer.   

Hon Sue Ellery:  Yes, but you acknowledge that when we were doing the report the evidence that came before 
us from Goerke and people like him was that there were conflicting views on that.   
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Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, there are conflicting views.  I took note of them but my personal view is 
that it is very dangerous for the reasons that I have outlined.  Recommendation 4 reads -  

The Committee recommends that all of the Department for Community Development’s officers 
who conduct carer assessments:  

(a) receive the appropriate training and support in the new, more transparent and objective 
approach to carer assessments; and  

(b) be required to have a tertiary degree in social sciences, with a preference for a Bachelor 
of Social Work or equivalent, a Diploma in Training and Assessment, two years of post-
graduate clinical experience, and industry-specific knowledge.  

I stand by that recommendation.  

[Quorum formed.]  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Recommendation 4 was not supported by the government.  In its response the 
government stated -  

Relative Carer assessment are undertaken by field workers in District Offices who are selected for their 
competencies and supported by an extensive training program to undertake the activities of the 
Department.  To implement this recommendation would require a significant change in entry level 
qualifications to the Department for Community Development, which is not considered appropriate.  

It is appropriate that field workers be required to have a tertiary degree in social science, with a preference for a 
Bachelor of Social Work or equivalent and two years of postgraduate clinical experience and industry-specific 
knowledge.  I maintain that if the bar is set that high, foster carers will be assessed by highly qualified people 
who will be able to place children in appropriate homes.  The committee found that children had been moved 
three, six, nine and 18 times.  One child had been moved 23 times.  Members should think about what it is like 
for children who have been placed in three different homes.  Having to pack up their gear and leave their friends 
in the first instance is hard enough, let alone having to do it three times, which must be extremely difficult.   

The other day my daughter came home.  She met a woman who ran a refuge not far from Hon Kate Doust’s 
electorate.  She told me that all the kids have school uniforms and books and it does not matter what children 
come into the refuge, they all look the same the next day when they go to school.  They are not made to feel any 
different because the refuge supplies all the uniforms and books and goes to the school and talks to the teachers.  
We should see more of that.  That is absolutely fantastic.  I must get out there and talk to them myself.   

Even though we have seen that the people who did the assessments were qualified, I can honestly say that I was 
appalled at the homes that they were putting the children into.  I do not know whether assessors get blasé about 
what they are looking at or whether they are rushed and they just put children in anywhere.  Perhaps they are 
looking through rose-coloured glasses.  Something is not right.  That shows in the department’s records where 
350 or 390 children have allegedly been abused while in state care over the past five years.   

Recommendation 5 states - 

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development continue to 
ensure that a clinical psychologist is involved in the assessments of carers where the need arises. 

I believe that was a half-measured outcome.  I said that clinical psychologists should be involved in all 
assessments.  However, I realise that that is probably my ultimate ambition.  Reality says that it will not happen, 
which is a pity.  If we could only match a child to prospective foster carers so that placement is right the first 
time, I believe that many of the problems we have experienced could be solved.  I know that that will take some 
time and work but it is worth it if we can do that in one child’s life, and then many children’s lives. 

Recommendation 6 states - 

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development investigate the 
possibility of having an experienced foster carer accompany an assessor on a home visit during all 
carer assessments.   

It would be wonderful if two department assessors - two social workers with two years’ experience - and an 
experienced foster carer attended all assessments.  Not only would we have two professional sets of eyes but we 
would also have the foster carers’ eyes around the table looking at what was being presented.  Those three 
people would have a very good understanding of that home by the time they walked out.  I would not mind if 
three people like that went into a home but they do not.  At the moment one rushed assessor does the 
assessments.   

Recommendation 7 states - 
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The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development: 

(a) update the whole general foster carer assessment manual at least once every 12 months; 
That is very basic, but it had not been done.  I hope that the department took that recommendation on board.  It 

continues - 

(b) ensure that the currency of the general foster carer assessment manual as a whole is 
always clearly indicated throughout the document; 

The government agreed with that recommendation.  Recommendation 8 states - 

The Committee notes the complexities of relative care . . . but recommends that the Department 
for Community Development ensure that, as far as practicable, the same level of scrutiny and 
safeguards are applied to both general foster carer and relative carer assessments.   

We noted that there is a problem with relative care.  Relative carers were not being assessed as quickly, and there 
were reasons for that.  The committee recommended that the turnaround time be a lot faster.  I will say once 
again that I believe we have a problem in the community with relative care assessments, especially for 
Aboriginal children.  They do not deserve to be re-abused.   

Recommendation 9 states - 

The Committee recommends that, where a child or young person is placed with, and remains in 
the care of, a relative carer prior to the carer’s full registration, the Department for Community 
Development uses every effort to ensure that: 

(a) the screening of the relative carer is completed . . .; and 

(b) the carer’s full assessment is completed . . . in less than 90 days . . .  
Recommendation 10 was also agreed to by the government.  We recommended that the department investigate 
the possibility of requiring carers registered with the department to complete a minimum of two training modules 
every 12 months as a condition of their annual renewal registration.  That was agreed to by the government.  
Recommendation 11 states - 

. . . investigate the possibility of providing training to any person who is residing with a 
departmental carer while that carer is providing foster care.   

That was not agreed to by the government.  It said it was not feasible to extend training to all people in the 
carer’s household.  It also said that the Foster Care Association is currently undertaking joint research with the 
University of Western Australia on the impact on carer’s children of having foster children in the home.  It will 
be very interesting to see that research when it is available.   

Recommendation 12 relates to the Advocate for Children in Care, which has been in place for a while now.  The 
committee recommended that the advocate monitor the department’s compliance with the care plan requirements 
under the Children and Community Services Act and the department’s internal policies.  Recommendation 13 
states - 

. . . that the Department for Community Development consider establishing a Carer Support 
Worker position in every District Office in the State.   

That should have been done automatically.  Some of them do have carer support workers but they certainly need 
more.  Recommendation 14 states - 

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development review the 
benchmark ratio for one carer support officer for every 50 carers within 12 months after the 
Department has completed its planned increase in permanent support staff positions.   

That was agreed to as well.  The government said that it was working towards employing specialist workers and 
placement officers to support carers.  It is a very important role because if the carer is not supported and children 
are not seen until six months after they are placed in care, placements can break down.  That is to the detriment 
of the child in care.  If we can get those supports right, that increases the chance of a good home for that child.   

Recommendation 16 states - 

The Committee recommends that the Government continue to allocate additional resources for 
supporting families and for reducing the demand for out-of-home care.   

Prevention is and should be the government’s first priority.  The government agreed to recommendation 16; I do 
not think it could have said anything else.  Recommendation 17 states - 
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The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development consider: 

(a) offering the Start-Up Training more frequently; and 

(b) prohibiting new Field Workers from undertaking certain aspects of their duties until 
they have received the full Start-Up Training.   

I read the coroner’s report on baby Sturt, who died in Kununurra while lying between alcoholic parents.  The 
baby was suffering from pneumonia and scabies.  It was the saddest case the coroner had come across.  The 
report said that a 15-year-old work experience person was given baby Sturt’s file.  I presume the work 
experience person was given that file.  I do not know how that happened.  Even though it was in 2005, the 
minister should initiate an inquiry into how a 15-year-old can be allocated a baby’s file that contained sensitive 
material.   

Hon Barbara Scott:  It is unbelievable.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  It is absolutely unbelievable.  I hope that if the previous minister did not 
commission a report into how that happened, the current minister will.  I do not believe a 15-year-old work 
experience person should have access to any files.  It is fine for them to answer the phone, but their work 
experience should not be to the extent outlined in the coroner’s report.   

Recommendation 18 of the report of the Select Committee on the Adequacy of Foster Care Assessment 
Procedures by the Department for Community Development reads - 

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development ensure that 
managers or Team Leaders brief every new Field Worker who is contracted for three months or 
less on the Department’s philosophies and policies.  

The current minister realises that this issue was causing a huge problem within the department.  Many contract 
workers are not trained in the department’s policies and are probably flying by the seat of their pants.  
Obviously, it creates problems in giving new field workers certain duties.  I hope that will be sorted out and new 
field workers will not handle case management until they have had the required training, which is another matter 
that should be looked at again.   

Recommendation 19 reads - 

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development develop a 
strategy to ensure that all of its workers are appropriately trained in cultural awareness.   

It is a very important recommendation and it has been agreed to by the government.  The problem with the  
eight-week start-up training is that not many hours are devoted to cultural awareness, and unless the field 
workers have studied Aboriginal history at university, they do not understand the importance of cultural 
awareness.  I refer to not only Aboriginal culture, but also all cultures because Australia is very diverse.  I 
became aware of the importance of cultural awareness when I was a young welfare officer.  I had studied 
Aboriginal history but had not had much face-to-face contact with Aboriginal people.  I remember knocking on 
an Aboriginal family’s door, which was open, although the flywire door was shut.  Grandma told me to come in 
and I went to open the flywire door and I was chased down the stairs to my car.  Fortunately, I got to the car first.  
If someone had explained to me before I went among the Aboriginal people to be a bit more careful and aware of 
different cultural practices, that incident may not have occurred.  If cultural awareness training is made available 
to the new workers many problems would be avoided.  I learnt very quickly that day.   

Recommendation 20 reads -  

The Committee recommends that the Department for Community Development develop a plan to 
better attract and retain Field Workers.  

This subject is one of my hobbyhorses.  The front-line child protection workers do a fantastic job with the 
training, or lack of training, they receive.  They work very hard, but they are demonised if they do and they are 
demonised if they do not.  However, they need to be paid more and their positions should be professionalised.  
Teacher graduates are on $45 000 per annum and I understand that front-line child protection workers are on less 
than $45 000 per annum.  The community does not value the work that they do.  At times it can be horrible 
work, especially if the case at hand involves a small child who might have been burnt or interviewing children 
with a lawyer in attendance.  I acknowledge that a front-line child protection worker no longer interviews 
children because there is an interview unit.  These workers deal with people’s emotions and the situation can turn 
nasty and have a flow-on effect.  We need to professionalise these workers to make it easier for them to be proud 
of their profession.   
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Recommendation 21 reads - 

The Committee recommends that the Advocate for Children in Care be assisted by staff who have 
a wide range of specialised skills and experiences.  

The government agreed to this recommendation.  At the time we interviewed the Advocate for Children in Care, 
it was a new position and she was sharing staff and was under the pump.  She did not have any staff who had 
been formally allocated to assist her.   

Hon Barbara Scott:  Was she independent of the department?   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No, she was not independent.  She reports to the director general.   

Recommendation 22 reads - 

The Committee recommends that: 

(a) the Department for Community Development consider ways in which its policies, 
procedures and practices in identifying abuse in care can be clarified and streamlined for 
its workers;  

With respect to identifying abuse in care, over the past few days, members have heard me speak in this place 
about neglect and ask the minister relevant questions.  In the document tabled by the minister, half of page 8 and 
a part of page 13 outlined the meaning of “neglect”.  I went through the risk assessment management framework, 
and it could be better.  New South Wales has a policy, which I agree with, that comprises about 14 pages on 
neglect and a risk assessment framework that, according to the social workers, is detailed.  I have not seen the 
risk assessment manual.  I suggest to the minister that that needs looking at very quickly because children’s lives 
depend on this government putting out a policy on neglect.   

Recommendation 23 reads - 

The Committee recommends that, before making a decision affecting a child or young person in 
care, the Department for Community Development take due consideration of the views and 
suggestions of any government or non-government agency involved with the care of that child or 
young person.  

It is similar to the information sharing that we debated last night.  Information sharing between government and 
non-government social workers is not particularly good.  That process needs to be streamlined.   

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 
Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

 


