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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Seventh Report — 
“Everybody’s Business: An examination into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People 

can enhance WA’s response to child abuse” — Motion 
Resumed from 17August on the following motion moved by Hon Sally Talbot — 

That the report be noted. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I note the report, which is an excellent report, called “Everybody’s Business: An 
examination into how the Commissioner for Children and Young People can enhance WA’s response to child 
abuse”. I am the deputy chair of the committee and Hon Lisa Baker is the chair. Hon Sally Talbot has already 
spoken in this house on the report and Eleni Evangel, MLA, has spoken on the report in the other place. Having 
well over 20 years’ experience working with child abuse and the terrible consequences and continued 
ramifications inflicted on victims who have been subjected to horrific abuse and having been 
Minister for Child Protection for four and a half years, I have great empathy with and compassion for all victims 
of abuse. I had to oversee the Redress WA scheme. Every night on TV, or in the newspapers every day, people 
in this chamber and the public hear from the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse about the horrific historic child abuse. The people who inflicted that abuse on those young children were 
cruel and vindictive, and from what I have read, no more so than what happened to the children who were at 
Bindoon. All across the world we hear about vindictiveness and cruelty. Their treatment was straight out cruelty. 
I have a great deal of empathy with people who have been victims of abuse. The committee report includes 
24 findings and five recommendations. I will focus on recommendation 2, which states — 

That the Minster for Education requires the Department of Education to report annually on the extent of 
protective behaviours education being delivered within each school in Western Australia 

Hon Peter Collier is an excellent Minister for Education and I know that he abhors child abuse as much as I do. 
However, on the protective behaviours side, many people are not aware of what grooming is. I am going to go 
through a few steps on grooming and what it is. Parents hear the word but they do not really understand it. 
A predator will sit back and identify whom his next victim is going to be. He has time to do that. Once he finds 
a victim, he seeks to get that child’s trust. Once the child’s trust is gained, the predator starts to manipulate the 
child. At the same time, he seeks to gain the parents’ or the caretaker of the child’s trust. The approach is 
twofold: gaining the trust of the child and the parent or caretaker of the child. Predators in many cases are family 
members, so they already have the trust of a parent or caregiver. Some of them are brothers-in-law, fathers or 
uncles; they are already in the house. I have said it once and I will say it a hundred times: a paedophile does not 
have horns on his head and emblazoned across his shirt “I’m a paedophile.” They look as ordinary as anybody 
else, but underneath they are psychopaths. 

The grooming of a child happens on an emotional level. They like to coerce and manipulate a child, and the 
easiest way for someone who is already in the family to do that is, for example, when parents say to their child, 
“Go and clean your teeth and then go to bed. There’s nothing more to eat after you clean your teeth.” That is the 
routine. If there are three or four children in the household, a predator will come to the child who he thinks is the 
most vulnerable—it is very easy to choose a vulnerable child; they are the one who is, let us say, the naughtiest 
one in the household. The predator will say to that child, “Here’s a lolly, but don’t tell anyone; don’t tell your 
brothers or sisters or your mum or dad. It’s our secret. It’s special.” Straightaway the child thinks it is special and 
the predator knows that if the child takes that lolly—bingo—he has that child. It is as simple as that. 

If they are from outside the family circle, the abuser will choose an area that he thinks is an easy target. It could 
be in a playground, school or church; it could be anywhere. It is where it is easiest for the predator. I think I have 
told the story in this chamber before, many years ago, about how I listened to an ABC report in which 
a paedophile was being interviewed. He said that he had abused hundreds of children. He could not say how 
many, but his speciality was sitting on a park bench with a dog. His priority was single mothers with a few 
children who were not coping very well. In that way he could pick out the children who he would victimise. He 
would befriend the mother and the children, and he would get into the household. That takes time, but they have 
time because they know that they can get into a house and victimise children. That is what he did, and he did it 
over and again, in different parks, different towns and different communities. I almost threw up at the end of that 
program. That scenario is not uncommon; I have heard it many times over 25 years. Now with the 
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse we have found that many paedophiles 
were in the clergy. 

Once they establish a relationship with a parent, the children are easy prey. If a person is trained, they can pick 
out a vulnerable child. Paedophiles seem to have a radar that really knows who is the lonely child, the bullied 
child, the child that will need his—the predator’s—“special” attention. I give special inverted commas because 
I do not mean special as in “special child”, but that the child is made to feel “special”. There are many places 
where a paedophile will get to a child. 
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A child who is the odd one out in a family is the easiest because this person pays them attention and they tell 
them that it is their secret. They get in on an emotional level. Once they are in on an emotional level, they start 
touching the child. They do not touch them in a sexual way but start by playing with them; they play games or 
tickle them—they are always touching. Then the sexual touching starts. That is the real grooming. I hope that 
someone will pick up what grooming is and point it out to parents, because they need to know. That, of course, 
then leads to more overt sexual touching. 

Grooming is subtle. Those who have children these days, sadly, not only have to be on guard in their houses, but 
also have to look around at their relatives and friends and be on guard. It is very sad that I have to stand up in 
this house and say: please be on guard about whom your children are around. Be very careful and be aware. It 
could be a young person; it could be an old person. People think that because people are old, they do not do this. 
A predator will always be a predator. Even a disabled person can be a predator. Any person can be a predator. 
Parents, sadly, are the last to know because they trust these people. 

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.] 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Sometimes it is not until years later that people speak out and, sadly, when they 
speak out, the predator has already passed on. Many people do not speak out. 

This report had its genesis in the Katanning hostel inquiry. Dennis McKenna and his brother groomed those 
young people. They were isolated and they were groomed. They groomed those children by getting them into 
a room to watch pornography, and they gave them drinks to make them feel special. At the time when people 
realised that what Dennis McKenna was doing was wrong, nothing was done. That is how he got away with it 
for such a long time. The parents of the children thought he was a good person. He was even given an award for 
being the best person in Katanning. The children were afraid to speak out. These things take years to come out, 
but it is a good thing when they do. I hope that the Commissioner for Children and Young People and the 
government take up protective behaviours education. 

Along with recommendation 2, there is recommendation 5, which states — 

The Commissioner for Children and Young People should develop a single, central online portal, and 
an associated social media presence, that hosts in one location information about services, advice, 
emerging issues and best practice for responding to child abuse. 

We would like the Commissioner for Children and Young People to provide basic advice on where to go and 
what to do if a child discloses abuse to a person. As I said to someone the other day, a child has not disclosed to 
me for many years now but if they did, I would have to sit and think about the actions I would take so that the 
child would have a good outcome. That is the job of somebody who is trained. What does a mum up the street do 
when a child comes to them and discloses abuse in child language? A lot of the time they do not have the correct 
language, but we can certainly pick up what they mean. What do they do? All members on the committee want 
an online portal so that people in Western Australia can click in and see what grooming is and what childhood 
abuse is, and they can find what services are available—perhaps not all of the services, but some of the 
services—and who are the people who can help. They may only need someone to talk to about where they can 
go to do that. Teachers have their own mandatory reporting standards, as do four or five other professions such 
as nurses and doctors. I think there are seven professions that are covered by mandatory reporting standards. Is 
that correct, Hon Sue Ellery? 
Hon Sue Ellery: It is TAFE lecturers and childcare workers; there is a whole bunch of people. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: There are about seven different professions on the list in Western Australia. 
Hon Sue Ellery started looking into mandatory reporting when she was the minister, and I had carriage of it 
when I was minister, so we both had something to do with that. I hope that those two recommendations are taken 
up, as I hope are all the recommendations. Finding 20 states — 

The Committee finds that the Children’s Commissioner’s educative function about child abuse matters 
must include a strong focus on providing training and information that can be applied to agencies across 
the Child Protection Sector. 

All committee members think that should be part of the role of the children’s commissioner. One part of the role 
of the children’s commissioner is to put together information on protective behaviours that can go to schools, 
parents and organisations. This information needs to be very simple. When I tell people about protective 
behaviours, I use the five-finger method in which people can cut out a five-finger pattern to keep on their fridge. 
There is mummy and daddy, and three friends outside the family. People ask their children who those 
three friends are whom they can go to if they feel that somebody is going to harm them or they feel 
uncomfortable—not necessarily abuse, but if they felt uncomfortable or they wanted to talk to somebody. Every 
three months those three people would change. Mummy and daddy would stay constant, but the other three have 
to be someone from outside the family. That cut-out is constantly changing and it sits on the fridge, but the child 
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knows that there are three people, other than mummy and daddy, to whom they can go if they feel 
uncomfortable. That is a really good protective behaviour for every parent to do. 
Finding 21 states — 

The Committee finds that the Children’s Commissioner should develop educative programs focussed on 
the priority areas identified in this report, including educating and encouraging children about how to 
disclose child abuse, — 

That recommendation is hard to implement, depending on the child’s age — 
and educating parents and the community about the processes to follow to support a child when 
a disclosure is made. 

Many times in the past when a child has disclosed abuse, they have been told not to be silly and that it did not 
happen. I guess it is a shock to the person they are disclosing to and that person not having proper training to 
accept what the child has said. Children rarely lie. They rarely come out and say they are being sexually abused; 
that is not a child’s way. But they express words and actions that they should not have for their age, so 
age-appropriate language is important in our schools. This information needs to be outreached. We need to get 
a package of information that everyone can use. We all need to be on the same page and to use the same 
information throughout WA. 
We will never ever prevent child abuse, but we can certainly all call it “Everybody’s Business” and in our own 
households and our schools, and in non-government and government organisations we need to have a good 
knowledge and understanding of what grooming is. Child abuse is everybody’s business. When I hear the 
historic abuse coming out over and again, I know damn well that many children in our state are affected. I think 
it was one in four girls and one in six boys the last time I looked. That is a very high number. If members look up 
their street and count the houses, it is a very high number of children who are being abused. It is not just sexual 
abuse, but physical and psychological abuse. Sexual abuse is very prevalent in our society and we need to break 
the taboos. The Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse is doing that. Every day 
we are reminded of this scourge on our community. Abuse has such an everlasting effect on a child. The adult 
carries the child inside them for the rest of their life. Although I had nightmares when I oversaw the Redress WA 
scheme, it was not the nightmares that the people have who were retelling their stories. They have nightmares 
day in and day out. They have to live with the cruelty of what was done to them. We must, all of us, protect the 
children in our society. 
This is an excellent report, and I hope that many people read it. The Commissioner for Children and 
Young People, Colin Pettit, is a very good children’s commissioner. He has listened to our committee. 
The CHAIR: The question is that the report be noted. The member may seek the call again. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Our committee has been very proactive and the children’s commissioner is very 
pleased that we have offered our advice and a way forward. He has been accepting of that. It is a two-way street 
between the children’s commissioner and our oversight committee. We have very good rapport with the 
children’s commissioner and I expect that will continue. 
Resolved, on motion by Hon Sue Ellery (Leader of the Opposition), that consideration of the report be 
postponed to the next sitting of the Council.  
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