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CARERS 
Statement 

HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan — Minister for Mental Health) [9.51 pm]: I want to make 
some comments about Carers Week to acknowledge the carers across the portfolio areas for which I have 
responsibility. At the outset I also acknowledge that governments simply could not afford to pay for the services 
that carers provide in the community of WA. Carers play an incredibly important part in all my portfolios. In 
child protection, about 4 327 children are in care. Of those children, 43 per cent are in relative care; another 
34 per cent are in general foster care; and about eight per cent are in disability programs, specialised fostering 
and family group homes, and these are children who have more challenging behaviours or more difficult living 
conditions. Very special kinds of people undertake the role of carers in these areas. Of course there is an even 
more difficult role for the carers of the three per cent of those children who are in residential group homes, and 
of course the one per cent who are in transitional high needs in a secure facility. These carers therefore provide 
a range of services across the very broad spectrum of child protection. Disability services provide carer services 
to around 22 000 people. These are people who require quite a number of carers to support them to live or 
participate in the community. We obviously know about the people who care for the 22 000 people supported 
through disability services, but also a vast number of people do not come under funded disability services and 
they get care from family carers and other people in the home situation; so, those carers are amazing. Of course, 
carers provide significant support in the drug and alcohol area as well. 

I want to comment on a particular carer in the mental health area and again acknowledge all the carers in the 
mental health sector and how much we rely on those people to provide support and services. I hope that, through 
the passage of the Mental Health Bill, we have been able to acknowledge their important role and the 
development of the step-up, step-down facilities, which is very much linked to the role of carers and ensuring 
that they can continue to provide their caring role and not burn out in the process. 

As part of the celebrations for Mental Health Week, I had the opportunity to acknowledge the important role of 
peer support workers within our mental health system and the evolution of the peer support workers as 
a powerful new workforce developing in the mental health sector in Western Australia. Nationally and 
internationally, it has been acknowledged that peer workers and peer support workers are important in promoting 
the principles of recovery. They come with a very unique perspective of having been a mental health consumer 
or carer, so they bring to their role personal experience and they work alongside other mental health workers. 
Again, as I have mentioned, they provide a living example of recovery to those people to whom they provide 
services. It is known that they can reduce the rate of hospitalisation admissions and provide quite significant 
empowerment to people as they work with them. 

Recently, the Mental Health Commission has been working to support this emerging profession and, as such, the 
certificate IV in mental health peer work qualification was endorsed nationally in August 2012 and will enhance 
the credibility of peer support as an essential component of a reformed and recovery-orientated mental health 
system. I would particularly like to acknowledge the work that Polytechnic West has done in supporting that 
course in Western Australia. The first seven graduates in Western Australia graduated this year and I had the 
pleasure of celebrating and congratulating them in Parliament last week. One of those people who graduated 
provided a really amazing story about her life as a carer and why she has gone into peer group work. I asked 
whether I could relay that story to the house because I thought it was so phenomenal. With her permission, this is 
what she had to say — 

“I remember the very moment I became the primary and only carer for my mother who has a mental 
illness. I was seven. 
It was a cold winter’s night and she woke me up. She got me dressed and with a few bags containing 
our belongings we were to flee through the city streets. 
This was a normal occurrence. We were always running away from “them”. I am not sure who they 
were exactly but I presumed they were the spies, robots and aliens that my mother would tell me about. 
Either way, we were trying to flee from them to find a safer place to live, a utopia which she is still 
searching for. 
On this night I remember being grumpy. It was cold, wet and tired. But being a child I soon made this 
activity into the normal game. 
And so together we ran through the streets hiding behind fences and in the doorways of office 
buildings. I do not know where she was leading me, but I presumed it was to some country bus port or 
airport—as was usually our exit procedure. 
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It was then, standing cowering in the in cave of an office building doorway that a street sweeper slowly 
passed us by, and a homeless man rummaged through a bin under a streetlight. My mother put her hand 
out to usher me behind her into the darkness. “They found us” she said. 

Her whole body slumped and she visibly seemed to give up. “I can’t keep you safe” she continued. 
I looked back at the street sweeper and homeless man while my brain was screaming “We are safe! We 
are not in danger!” 

It was then that I turned back to my mum, gently took her hand, patted the back of her palm and lead 
her back home. 

That was the very moment I consciously became the carer for my mother. I did not know the term carer, 
I did not know I was a COPMI (Child Of a Parent with a Mental Illness) but I did recognise the 
importance of that moment in my life, despite being only 7 years of age.” 

When this young lady presented to us at the celebration last week, she indicated that from that moment on she 
made decisions about what days she would need to stay home from school and what days she would go to 
school. She is nearing finishing a university course and she is one of the peer group workers who have 
graduated. I would like to particularly thank this young woman for her very strong story about what it is like to 
be a young carer caring for a person with a mental illness. Throughout her presentation to us I was struck by the 
compassion and the absolute commitment and unconditional love that she has for her mother, and I think that 
that is not uncommon amongst young people who care for their parents, particularly parents with a mental 
illness. It was quite inspiring to see this young person telling her story and using her experiences to help other 
people.  

I again indicate that these carers are pretty special young people. There are estimated to be around 100 or so peer 
workers in non-government mental health organisations, with more than half employing peer workers. Currently, 
there are only seven peer workers in public mental health units in Western Australia. Peer workers will continue 
to play an important role in mental health services into the future. I look forward to supporting and enhancing the 
important and unique role that peer workers and, in particular, because it is Carers Week, carer peer workers can 
play within our mental health system.  

House adjourned at 10.01 pm 

__________ 
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