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ELDER ABUSE AND EXPLOITATION 
Statement by Minister for Seniors and Volunteering 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West — Minister for Seniors and Volunteering) [10.03 am]: Elder 
abuse and exploitation is a complex and hidden social problem that requires careful and considered responses. 
Elder abuse is defined as being any act occurring within an informal relationship of trust that causes harm to an 
older person when the person responsible for the abuse is a family member, friend or any person in a position of 
trust. It can involve a range of situations such as using an older person’s money or property without their 
permission, restricting their social freedom, emotional or physical abuse, sexually abusive or exploitative 
behaviour, and neglect. 

In drawing the community’s attention to this growing concern, I was very pleased yesterday to open the public 
symposium on elder exploitation and abuse, which was developed in direct response to a recommendation made 
in the report “Examination of the Extent of Elder Abuse in Western Australia”, published in April 2011 by the 
University of Western Australia’s Crime Research Centre and Advocare. That report predicts increasing elder 
abuse as our population ages. However, the hidden nature of elder abuse makes it very difficult to obtain current 
data. We do know, though, that elder abuse and exploitation is an international problem, and we cannot assume 
that it is not happening in our own state.  

Many people tend to come from a generation where that sort of thing was not discussed, and those behaviours 
remain current today. We need to address that response and educate victims and members of the community 
about where they can go if they suspect someone is being abused. As mentioned in the Crime Research Centre’s 
report, we need to ensure that the community is aware of where domestic violence stops and elder abuse starts. 

At the symposium, I launched a publication, “There is no excuse for Elder Exploitation and Abuse”, which is 
targeted at the older person and identifies the forms of elder exploitation abuse. It provides basic information on 
key contacts and issues such as estate planning, sale of property, enduring power of attorney, and wills. For 
many of our older citizens, their dreams of their senior years being a time when they can relax and enjoy the fruit 
of their labours have become a nightmare of exploitation or abuse. Even more sad is the fact that those 
responsible for this abuse, in the majority of cases, are friends or members of their own family—people whom 
they should be able to trust. Statistics kept by Advocare in relation to this issue over a period of six years tell us 
that the abuser’s relationship to victims has been: spouse, 238; sibling, 55; parent, eight; children, 106; 
grandchild, 95; someone residing with the abused, 556; friend or neighbour, 142; carer, 227; other, 250; and 
unknown, 1 154. The University of Western Australia’s Crime Research Centre has estimated that as many as 
12 500 Western Australians were abused or exploited last year, and that figure could almost double over the next 
20 years. 
The Liberal–National government is committed to raising the awareness of elder exploitation and abuse in the 
community and in turn changing behaviours, as demonstrated by the symposium held yesterday. I have asked my 
Department of Communities to develop a set of key messages for older people and community members that will 
raise awareness of the existence and unacceptability of elder exploitation and abuse. The aim of this strategy is 
essentially to get all people thinking about their attitudes and behaviour towards older people and give them the 
information they need to change their behaviour. The strategy will develop a process to align stakeholder 
communication from the key government agencies working in the elder exploitation area through a commonly 
agreed schedule, key messages and branding. 

With World Elder Abuse Awareness Day on Friday, 15 June, it is right and proper that we draw attention to the 
incidence of elder exploitation and abuse. Australia’s population is projected to grow and age over the next 40 
years, and it is predicted that by 2050 there will be more people in Australia aged 65 and over than in the zero to 
14-year age group. That has never happened before and we as a government need to be ready for the challenges 
that will bring with it. The more we talk about this issue, the closer we will get to ensuring that more older 
Western Australians actually do get to enjoy their golden years without fear of any abuse or exploitation. 
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