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RESPITE CARE — DISABILITY SERVICES 
Grievance 

MR R.H. COOK (Kwinana — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [9.10 am]: My grievance this morning is to 
the parliamentary secretary representing the Minister for Disability Services. Good morning. My grievance is on 
behalf of Mrs Carolyn Charles and her daughter Melissa who approached me about the lack of support for 
respite services for families with a member with a disability. 

Melissa is 33 years old and has an intellectual disability and the rare muscle disease mitochondrial lipid glycogen 
myopathy. Last year, Melissa was comfortable enough to be away from her parents for a short holiday. The 
holiday greatly enhanced her confidence, self-esteem and independence. It was a great experience for her. Her 
parents were assisted with some of the cost of this short time away through funding from the Disability Services 
Commission and the Commonwealth Respite and Carelink Centre. It goes without saying that the respite break 
was also a great break for Melissa’s parents. Melissa’s holidays are expensive because she requires 24-hour care 
and one to three carers for the whole time. Her parents had saved up some monthly respite funding for her five 
days away. That funding paid for about half of the $2 600 it cost for Melissa’s short time away. This year 
Melissa was confident enough to go away again for a short stay, so her mother, Carolyn, approached the usual 
funding sources, only to discover from not only the Commonwealth Respite Carelink Centre, but also the 
Disability Services Commission and a range of other organisations operating in this area, that funding was no 
longer available to assist funding these short times away. Carolyn approached the DSC and she rang Rocky Bay 
and a range of other organisations only to find that no funding was available. Carolyn and her family cannot 
understand why no more support is available because of the obvious importance of these short holidays. I quote 
Carolyn — 

“We encourage our daughter to become as independent as possible as, let’s face it, we will not be here 
forever to care for her. These trips away allow her to become just that without Mum and Dad hovering 
over her. She is encourage to utilise all her skills, socialise, and learn valuable skills.” 

My grievance is to ask why funding for respite is not available and parents in this situation have to scrimp and 
save and approach different funding sources in order to get together these sorts of resources. I think Melissa’s 
family is caught in a pincer movement of cutbacks to state disability services and to commonwealth disability 
services. This is not an area with which I am greatly familiar, but it is obviously having a serious impact upon 
the capacity for Melissa and her family to undertake these short breaks. 
As I said, Melissa’s holidays are expensive and it is not expected that services should provide for the entire cost. 
To have a situation in which a family has to go to different organisations and save up respite care opportunities 
that they should take advantage of in order to care for Melissa in an appropriate way seems to detract from the 
point of these services. I think respite care opportunities are extremely important. As a person who is slowly 
being educated about the lives of people with a family member with a disability, it seems to me that it is 
particularly important for Melissa to have the opportunity to take these breaks without putting too much financial 
burden on her family. 

Previously, Melissa’s family would have Melissa go stay with her grandparents for a short time, which provided 
another opportunity for respite breaks. However, that is no longer available to them because Melissa’s 
grandparents are getting much older and one has, sadly, passed away. The family cannot rely upon other family 
members to make up respite opportunities. Carolyn and her husband depend on the short breaks run by Intework 
to allow Melissa to continue to grow as a person, gain skills and confidence, and for them to get the break that 
they need. I invite the parliamentary secretary to provide some advice on what families such as Melissa’s should 
do in these circumstances. 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.16 am]: I thank the member for bringing 
this matter to Parliament. I say at the outset, because the member named the family, that it is very difficult for 
me to comment on specific situations, but I will take on board his comments and get back to him and follow-up 
with the family directly as well to see why things have not been working out as well as they should have. I will 
also make a correction to the member’s statement that this is due to funding cuts to the Disability Services 
Commission. I can assure the member that funding to the Disability Services Commission has increased 
120 per cent since this government came to office. I think that is quite unprecedented. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: It is 11 per cent this year. 

Ms A.R. MITCHELL: The Treasurer just informed me that funding has increased by 11 per cent this year. 

Mr R.H. Cook: The family was informed by DSC staff that they wouldn’t be able to assist because of budget 
cuts. That’s the impression that was created for them. 
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Ms A.R. MITCHELL: We need to address that as well. But I can assure the member that much of that increase 
in funding over the last few years has gone into providing support for families and carers; it has not gone into 
administration or the bureaucracy. The government has been very, very strong about that because it believes that 
it is absolutely essential that that is where the support should go. 

The member is absolutely correct that respite is a very important part of the lives of these families. It is important 
for the person with a disability and very important for the family and the carers. It is something that the 
government rates very highly. In the last few years, the way respite is served has changed. The member 
mentioned a few different ways when he talked about Melissa, and that it is not a one-size-fits-all approach in 
which people are put somewhere. A variety of forms of respite are used. For example, for a family with a young 
child, respite might just be for a few hours, whereas Melissa, as an adult, develops well having time away. That 
occurs with teenagers and other people as well. The commission has tried to ensure that there is a variety of 
respite available that meets the needs of the person at that time so that people can plan ahead. Sometimes respite 
is needed urgently, so we have to be able to accommodate that as well. Respite is provided by the Disability 
Services Commission but it also involves the Department for Child Protection and Family Support and the 
Mental Health Commission. Anyone who has ever had the need to sort out respite care knows that it is not 
always an easy task. I think within the Disability Services Commission and hopefully with the local area 
coordinators—if Melissa is in an area with an LAC or a My Way trial site worker—that that information is more 
readily available. Certainly, with that variety and the My Way trial sites in the south west that will commence in 
Cockburn and Kwinana after 1 July there is more individualised planning so respite can be put forward 
throughout the year rather than families having to try to pick it up as they go.  

We are getting good feedback from the south west that that process of having an individual plan for a person—
even though it still works a little like that with the local area coordinators—has a better outcome for the person 
and families. We always endeavour to seek to get the best outcome for the people concerned because there is no 
doubt that we have to meet the needs of people. It is no good putting, for example, very young children in a 
respite facilitywith adults or teenagers. That is our challenge. I think the commission has achieved a great deal 
towards it. As we always know, we have a way to go, but facilities were recently built in Broome, York, 
Rockingham, Clarkson and Gosnells, a couple of which are themed. One of them, I am not sure which one, is 
themed as a beach house to give the impression of being on holiday at a beach. Such things are being brought 
into the process. There is certainly a lack of facilities in the Pilbara. Up in Port Hedland, they have gone out to 
survey the families and asked them what sort of things they want, what would be of benefit to them, and how 
those things could be incorporated into the design of a facility that is not far off being built in the Pilbara region. 

Member for Kwinana, I certainly feel for Melissa and Carolyn and the family. It is not something that we want to 
hear any family go through. We do not want people to feel that they are not being cared for and they do not have 
that option. There is no doubt in our minds that having a family carer is absolutely fantastic. We certainly need 
to look after families, and that applies to just about everything we do. The member for Mandurah and I, and 
many others, are involved with grandparents who are supporting grandchildren, which is the same sort of thing. 
If we can support families who are caring for other family members, that is what we want to achieve. Therefore, 
we will certainly look into the situation with Carolyn and Melissa’s family. We will come back through the 
member and also to the family to make sure that we can address their concerns and get this respite situation back 
on track. 
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