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INDIGENOUS SUICIDES 
Motion 

Resumed from 18 March on the following motion moved by Hon Stephen Dawson — 

(a) that the Council condemns the Barnett government for its failure to combat the rise in suicide 
rates amongst Western Australia’s Indigenous population; and 

(b) that this Council calls on the Ministers for Aboriginal Affairs and Mental Health to outline to 
the house the strategies they will use to tackle the state’s suicide rates. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [1.14 pm]: We know that suicide is the leading cause of 
death for both men and women aged between 15 and 44 years in this state. We know too that suicide takes more 
lives in Western Australia than road trauma or skin cancer. As I said last week, we know from the 
Auditor General’s recent report that the number of suicides in Western Australia has arisen from a 15-year low 
in 2004 to a high of about 366 deaths in 2012. Year on year those figures change slightly, but for the most part 
we know that more than 300 deaths by suicide take place in this state and that roughly one-third of those deaths 
are people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent. We know too that in Kimberley communities in 
particular—places like Balgo, Fitzroy Crossing, Mowanjum and Derby—the suicide rate is almost 20 times 
higher than the state suicide rate. I made the point last week that we also know that the state’s suicide prevention 
strategy expired in 2013. Fourteen months later we are still waiting on a new suicide prevention strategy but we 
are seeing very little movement from the minister or the government on this issue. Historically in this state there 
were not great numbers of suicides among the Aboriginal people. In the last 40 or 60 years perhaps we have seen 
figures for deaths by suicide rise in the Aboriginal population. It is partly because of the appalling living 
conditions and the trauma faced by Aboriginal people in our community that their suicide rate far exceeds the 
suicide rate of the state’s non-Aboriginal population. In talking to Aboriginal people before this debate, I tried to 
get a sense from them of what is missing, what we are doing that is not working or what are we not doing that 
they believe would have an impact on this issue. Time and again I hear from people that Aboriginal culture has 
to be part and parcel of any response to suicide, that culturally appropriate services need to be provided by the 
state, and that Aboriginal people need to be at the table making decisions about the most appropriate services to 
be provided by government. It is only then that we will see a massive improvement in the number of suicides in 
this state. 

The “National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention Strategy”, which was released in May 
2013 as part of the national suicide strategy, also touched on this issue. The overarching objective of that 
strategy was to reduce the cause, prevalence and impact of suicide on individuals, their families and their 
communities. The report states — 

A critical factor for suicide prevention … is that Indigenous communities that have strong cultural 
continuity have significantly lower rates of suicide among their young people: 

…the association between Indigenous communities that have a strong ‘cultural continuity’ 
with significantly lower rates of suicide among their young people, in comparison to 
communities under cultural stress. In broad terms, cultural continuity refers to self-
determination and cultural maintenance. It is thought that young people from a strong cultural 
background have a sense of their past and their traditions and are able to draw pride and 
identity from them. 

The ATSI Strategy identifies the need for culturally competent services that provide culturally safe 
management and treatment based on Aboriginal peoples’ understanding of culture, family and 
connection to the land. 

It is not just this report that talks about how important culture and culturally based programs are to the social and 
emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal people in this state. We only have to look at the Kimberley “Hear Our 
Voices” report that I quoted from last week. We only have to look at “The Mental Health and Social and 
Emotional Wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Families and Communities”, 
a supplementary paper, which was provided as part of “A Contributing Life: the 2012 National Report Card on 
Mental Health and Suicide Prevention”. We only have to look at the 2014 Closing the Gap progress and priority 
support. In each of these reports, we are told time and again that part of the solution to this terrible problem that 
is having a massive effect on our Aboriginal communities is culture. We are told time and again that culture has 
to be part of the solution. 

Last week I talked about the Yiriman project in the Kimberley. The project has been run by Kimberley elders 
from a range of language groups and it has been orchestrated or auspiced by the Kimberley Aboriginal Language 
and Culture Centre—KALACC. This program has been run in a number of communities in the Kimberley and 
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has also been analysed and researched. We hear from those who have looked at this report that this is one of the 
most culturally appropriate responses to suicide that we can have. I made the point last week and I make it again 
this week that we are seeing very little from this government in relation to culturally appropriate programs for 
dealing with suicide. We have seen funding provided by the federal government in this space, but members will 
know and will have seen the media reports that a lot of that funding is in jeopardy and that we have no idea 
whether that funding is going to continue or roll past 30 June this year. We know that these programs that the 
researchers and the community tell us are working are in jeopardy, we know that they could fall over, yet at the 
same time we do not see any support from the state government for these programs. I urge the Minister for 
Mental Health in this motion this afternoon to outline what she is doing in this space to decrease the numbers of 
suicides in this state, particularly the number of suicides amongst our Aboriginal population. I have previously 
said in this house, and I continue to say that amount of effort and funding put into dealing with the issue of 
sharks in this state, in my belief, far outweighs the amount of effort put in to dealing with Aboriginal suicides in 
this state. 

I mentioned last week that some of the policies of this government that are in train at the moment I believe will 
only add to the number of suicides amongst our Aboriginal population in this state. Short-sighted policies like 
closing down our Aboriginal communities will only add to the pain and suffering of Aboriginal people in this 
state. We know from reports and research done on homeland communities in the Northern Territory that living 
on country means that Aboriginal people are able to sustain their language and spiritual connection to their land, 
and therefore they are able to sustain their link to their culture. If we are taking people out of these communities 
without a plan and without any consultation with those communities, it is my firm belief that we will only add to 
this problem. I urge the Minister for Mental Health and the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs both to make 
a contribution to this debate this afternoon because we all need to get our act together; we need to ensure that we 
are decreasing the number of suicides amongst the Aboriginal population in this state. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Aboriginal Affairs) [1.24 pm]: I can state at 
the outset that the government will not be supporting this motion for very valid reasons. I will first of all address 
the first component of the motion, which states — 

(a) that the Council condemns the Barnett government for its failure to combat the rise in suicide 
rates amongst Western Australia’s Indigenous population … 

My colleague Hon Helen Morton will address that particular aspect of the motion more forensically in her 
contribution; she will show that suicide rates for Aboriginal people have actually declined as opposed to having 
risen in recent years. She will talk specifically in her area of child protection and mental health. I will spend most 
of my contribution dealing with the second component, paragraph (b) of the motion, which states — 

… calls on the Ministers for Aboriginal Affairs and Mental Health to outline to the house the strategies 
they will use to tackle the state’s suicide rates. 

I will state at the outset that everyone is very conscious of the fact that even though Aboriginal suicide rates have 
declined, they are still unacceptably high and we must do all that we possibly can to not only stem the tide, but 
also eliminate Aboriginal suicides in our community. It must be an all of government, all of community 
approach; it cannot be done in isolation because, quite frankly, what has occurred in the past has not worked. As 
an example of that I draw members’ attention to Alastair Hope’s coroner’s report into the death of five young 
Aboriginal people at Oombulgurri. This report is absolutely compelling, but at the same time it is absolutely 
devastating, and if anyone really wants to understand the severity of the challenges that young Aboriginal people 
have in our society, they need to read this report. I will read just the conclusion, but I would like to encourage 
members across the chamber to read the entire text of the report. The conclusions of Alastair Hope are as such — 

Up until 2006, in the period during which the four deceased persons died, the level of law and order in 
the community was extremely low. There was no consistent police presence and when police were out 
of the community, violence and intimidation appears to have been common. 

Particularly concerning aspects of the way in which the community was then operating include — 
• The Department for Child Protection was not able to provide adequate protection for children 

and had limited access to the community in spite of the fact that it was known that there were 
children who had been neglected and who were in need of support; 

• Nurses working in the community treating victims of violence were threatened; 

• Alcohol abuse was common and alcohol was being consumed in gross quantities; 

• Grant funds provided to the community for housing purposes had been misappropriated over 
a significant period; 

• Housing was being totally neglected; and 
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• No-one was making any holistic decisions in respect of the sustainability of the community. 

In the above context many millions of dollars had been spent in propping up and perpetuating 
a community which in many respects on any objective criteria was a disgrace. 

A real question for the wider community is how this could have been allowed to happen, particularly 
considering that the community was wholly taxpayer funded. 

It was in this community that the five persons the subject of the inquest died, four of them as a result of 
suicide and the other while taking part in self destructive high risk activities. 

In the cases of the four persons who died as a result of suicide it would appear that it was the 
environment at Oombulgurri which caused their despair to the extent that they wished to take their own 
lives and in the other case that environment was a major factor in risk taking activities. 

As I said, that is compelling. We are talking about young kids in the twenty-first century who felt so out of 
control and disempowered that they would take their own lives. In a community that was funded to the tune of 
millions upon millions of dollars. How helpless they must have felt that they could take their own lives. They felt 
that no-one was assisting, supporting or encouraging them; no-one was there to put their hand out to those 
children. That is why Oombulgurri is a case study in why we must change the approach in terms of what the 
government does with Aboriginal communities. 

I will leave it on this with regard to Alastair Hope’s recommendations. I will refer to recommendation 5 from the 
report. Alastair Hope states — 

I RECOMMEND THAT THE STATE AND COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENTS 
IDENTIFY AN INDIVIDUAL OR ORGANISATION TO LEAD THE EFFORTS TO CLOSE 
THE GAP BETWEEN THE WELL-BEING OF INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLE. THAT INDIVIDUAL OR ORGANISATION SHOULD BE GIVEN THE POWER 
AND RESOURCES TO MAKE DECISIONS, REGION BY REGION, THROUGHOUT THE 
KIMBERLEY AND TO COORDINATE THE RESPONSE TO THE DISASTER OF 
ABORIGINAL HEALTH, SUICIDE RATES AND LIVING CONDITIONS. 

That is spot on; absolutely spot on. That is why I am so pleased to talk to paragraph (b) of this motion in terms of 
the change and what happens with service delivery in Aboriginal communities. I will take 
Hon Stephen Dawson’s point that cultural awareness and cultural understanding is an absolutely imperative 
component of anything we do as a government and anything we do as a community.  

In essence, that is what we are doing and will continue to do as a government. I will go through what we have 
done and what we are doing as a government in this space to ensure that Aboriginal children do not feel 
disempowered but that they feel empowered, confident and strong in resilience and self-esteem so that those 
horrible demons of doubt, frustration and abuse do not consume them, and they can lead meaningful lives and go 
on to gainful employment and family life. With that in mind, after the last election I talked to the Premier and 
said I felt a bit constrained and frustrated in the role I played as Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, because the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, with all due respect, had very little sway on the direction of government 
policy. The government departments were working in, dare I say it, the silo mentality. They were not working in 
unison and collectively, so, very rapidly, social discord was more prevalent than ever. Very frequently the 
Department of Housing would not be talking to the Department of Water, which would not be talking to the 
Department of Education, which would not be talking to the Department of Health and so on, so very frequently 
service delivery was sporadic and ineffective. Therefore, there was dysfunction, dare I say it, in a number of 
Aboriginal communities. As a result of that conversation with the Premier, we collectively decided that we 
would have a cabinet subcommittee with a number of the most relevant government ministers and 
representatives of their departments to ensure that service delivery was much more coordinated for the long-term 
sustainability of communities and Aboriginal people across the board. I chair that committee and on it are also 
Hon Helen Morton, Hon Terry Redman, Hon Kim Hames and Hon Liza Harvey, and now there is 
Hon Joe Francis. They are the ministers who are most appropriate to ensure a much more coordinated approach 
to service delivery in those communities.  

About 12 months after that committee was formally established, we came across the notion that the federal 
government was removing service delivery from the municipal and essential services program within remote 
communities. That has created an enormous problem for those communities. I will not spend my time today on 
the remote communities, that is not the context of this debate, but at the same time I will say that it has led to an 
accentuated development of a framework for service delivery that, ultimately—I am confident of this—will lead 
to better outcomes for Aboriginal people and more sustainability for those communities and, ultimately, that will 
provide that resilience and self-esteem for the young members of the community. That is what we will do and, as 
members would appreciate, we are working on it at the moment. The subcommittee is working particularly well. 
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In my area of education particularly we have had some very productive discussions and decisions are 
forthcoming in the very near future about early intervention, which is absolutely essential. I am talking about 
birth to kindergarten, not kindergarten to high school, which is absolutely vital, and I will talk about that again 
later in my contribution. Suffice it to say that I am delighted with the subcommittee. I now feel that the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs has some imprimatur—it actually has some authority in government decision-
making and it now has much more of a role than ever before in looking after the people it represents. As we roll 
out the framework of policy development and implementation, the Department of Aboriginal Affairs will 
continue to rise in stature. 

With that in mind and, again, picking up on what Hon Stephen Dawson says, which I do not disagree with, 
a much more comprehensive understanding of Aboriginal culture is essential throughout the Western Australian 
community. If we are to overcome the barriers that exist between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, there 
needs to be a much more transparent and vivid understanding of Aboriginal culture from all Western Australians. 
I genuinely feel that most Western Australians have very, very high regard for Aboriginal people and 
acknowledge not only the significant role they play in our community, but their attachment to land, their history, 
their heritage and the valuable role they play in defining who we are as Australians. However, I also think, quite 
frankly, that a lot of Western Australians are dismayed that in the twenty-first century so many Western 
Australian Aboriginals still live in appalling housing conditions, Aboriginal students still have unacceptably low 
literacy and numeracy rates, health conditions and the health of our Aboriginal people are unacceptably low, 
there are mental health issues and child protection issues, and access to basic, essential services are not 
forthcoming. It is unacceptable. In Western Australia we spend about $5 billion on Aboriginal people every 
single year and that cannot be justified with those sorts of outcomes. Therefore, getting back to service delivery, 
it is obviously important that we do things differently. Having said that, we will couple that with the 
development of Aboriginal culture.  

Through the Department of Aboriginal Affairs I am very conscious of my role in promoting Aboriginal culture 
throughout the community, and there have been a number of initiatives over the last few years since I have been 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs. For example, there is the “Aboriginal Cultural Competency Framework”, which 
I will table at the end of my speech. It contains a set of guidelines for cultural awareness training and will assist 
government agencies to develop services that are culturally inclusive. I highly recommend that members look at 
this. It is from the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. It states — 

WHAT IS IT? 

The Aboriginal Cultural Competency Framework ensures public sector agencies’ workforce, services, 
planning, programming, service design, inter-agency collaboration and governance are all culturally 
inclusive. 

WHAT WILL IT ACHIEVE? 

Cultural inclusion is achieved when the agencies’ services demonstrate a commitment to the principle 
that the development and provision of services offered will be inclusive of the cultural rights, practices, 
values and expectations of Aboriginal peoples. 

It is a framework for cultural understanding within our government agencies. It is an acknowledgement that 
cultural understanding and awareness is an imperative component of the way forward—not just that someone is 
Aboriginal, but an acceptance of an Aboriginal person’s culture and the significance of that culture in terms of 
the person he or she is and the role they play in our community. 

In Western Australia we are leading the nation with reconciliation action plans—we are leading the way. Just by 
coincidence, I met with Justin Mohamed, the new CEO of Reconciliation Australia, on Monday. We had 
a terrific conversation that was very, very worthwhile. He was very complimentary of the 48 state government 
agencies that currently have RAPs and he was delighted to tell me, as I have said, that we are leading the nation 
with a number of RAPs we have in our government agencies. That is testament to the commitment of 
Western Australians, Western Australian government agencies and the private sector in ensuring that RAPs are 
part of the everyday operation of the organisation—be it a government organisation, a non-government 
organisation or a private organisation. As I said, the fact that the RAPs are being rolled out in such large 
numbers in Western Australia is testament to the commitment of this government in ensuring that its agencies 
adhere to the benefits that a RAP can play in empowering the entire workforce in that organisation. 

I turn to another area and something I took on personally with sport. As members would be aware, I am 
a fanatical and total ideologue with regard to the West Perth Falcons. Two years ago a player in my team was 
suspended as a result of a racially derogatory comment and it occurred to me that the young man in question, 
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who is a fine young man, probably did not understand the significance of his comments to the victim of that 
racial abuse. 

I decided to do something about that. I spoke to the director general of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs and 
said that we need more cultural awareness in our sporting codes. I spoke to the board of the Western Australian 
Football Commission and asked that a cultural awareness program be set up, which the DAA would fund, to 
ensure that cultural awareness becomes a component of the WA Football Commission. I am talking about not 
only the guys that play league, but also the juniors, the coaches, the administrators, the board, the presidents, the 
chair—everyone in the WA Football Commission—developing an awareness of Aboriginal culture so that they 
embrace Aboriginal culture and realise why Aboriginal culture is so significant to Aboriginal players. We are all 
very aware of the significant number of Aboriginal men, boys, girls and women who play Australian Rules 
football; for a lot of them, football is a valuable component of their lives. They may not be AFL players, at the 
top league—they may only play in division 6 in the under 16s at Wanneroo, or whatever it might be—but they 
love their football, and it is important that they do not feel in any way, shape or form diminished as an individual 
and decide not to play football as a result of racial discrimination. 

That cultural awareness program has been rolled out over the last 12 months. I launched it with the WA footy 
commission, and now, literally, tens of thousands of players throughout Western Australia have access to 
cultural awareness training. The proof will be in the pudding, but every little bit helps. As far as I am concerned, 
if we can plant the seed in non-Aboriginal players that an Aboriginal person has a deep personal attachment to 
his culture and that any derogatory comment against that person’s culture hurts that person significantly, to the 
point at which that person may walk away from the code, we have done something right and good. 

Interestingly enough, the Friday night before the cultural awareness program was announced and launched, the 
Adam Goodes’ situation occurred in Sydney, in which someone made a racial slur against Adam Goodes. He 
was personally and deeply offended by that and it created an enormous amount of national dialogue and debate. 
It was completely coincidental that that occurred at the same time as the launch, but it assisted our process and 
the WA footy commission to roll out its cultural awareness program. Suffice to say, I am delighted that that 
program is working. In addition, and as a result of the footy commission coming on board, I was then 
approached by Netball WA asking whether it could also be a part of the program—and it is now a part of the 
program. I believe that about 140 000 young ladies, and some guys, play netball every week, and netball is one 
of the most popular sports in Western Australia and the nation. Again, that cultural awareness training will 
permeate through all those players and will add to their understanding of Aboriginal culture and why Aboriginal 
culture is so significant to Aboriginal people. 

Another program I am very pleased and delighted to promote is the PALS program—Partnership, Acceptance, 
Learning and Sharing—run through our schools. It has been in operation for over a decade now and it is 
a tremendous program. I strongly recommend that members encourage schools within their electorates to be 
a part of it. The PALS program develops an understanding of Aboriginal culture in school-age children. It can 
manifest itself in a range of formats. As part of that program students might write a novel or a play, create 
a DVD, go on a trek, go on a camp or do a whole host of things; what they do is left entirely up to them, but it 
must involve the development of Aboriginal culture. That program has been phenomenally successful. I do not 
have the exact numbers from last year, but around 250 schools were involved. I said at the presentation last year 
that, quite frankly, I do not think that is enough. I will not be satisfied until all our schools, including government 
and non-government—because it includes government and non-government schools—develop an awareness of 
Aboriginal culture. About a month ago—it might have been earlier—I sent a letter to all public schools to 
encourage them to jump on board the PALS program. I want to make sure that the PALS program is supported 
by schools and that they can embrace Aboriginal culture as, dare I say, a mainstream component of the 
curriculum. One could not ask for more than that—to have a comprehensive understanding of the original 
Australians—and to have students directly involved in it. I am delighted to say—again, I cannot give the exact 
numbers—that over 400 schools have signed up to that program this year. I will confirm the numbers when I get 
them later; I am sure that I will make a ministerial statement on this program. Suffice to say, we need to get out 
there and say to our schools that they will benefit from this. PALS is for not only non-Aboriginal students, but 
also, equally, Aboriginal students. A lot of Aboriginal students benefit from learning about the development of 
their culture and from cultural awareness of their culture at school. They can wear it as a badge of honour and 
with pride, and they can assist in the communication and development of relationships between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal students; and it also enhances Aboriginal culture. That is important. That comes back to what 
Hon Stephen Dawson says, and as I said: we are most definitely doing it. 

I have mentioned three or four programs that show that we are going a long way to ensure that we enhance and 
promote Aboriginal culture. In addition, and certainly in my other role as Minister for Education, I think that, 
frankly, is the most significant role that anyone can play—to develop Aboriginal culture and to overcome the 
gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people through the development of an improvement in the 
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educational capacity of Aboriginal students. That is fundamentally where the problem lies. If we can overcome 
the literacy and numeracy gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students, the opportunities for Aboriginal 
students will be profound, and it will have a seismic influence on the quality of life of those students post-
compulsory education. As I have said before, it is unacceptable that so many Aboriginal students in 
Western Australia are still significantly below the benchmark, and certainly significantly below non-Aboriginal 
students, in literacy and numeracy, particularly in the twenty-first century and particularly in the remote areas of 
the state where it is especially low, and certainly when compared with their non-Aboriginal counterparts. That is 
nothing new and it is not something that I have discovered all by myself; it is something that has been known for 
decades—we have to do something to close the gap in education. 

I will start at the top end in my role as the former Minister for Training and Workforce Development, and then 
come back to my current role as Minister for Education, to say that this is what we are doing as a government. 
As the then training minister I made it clear to the director general, Dr Ruth Sheehan, that the most significant 
thing that I could do as minister was to do whatever I could to close the gap for Aboriginal people. I wanted to 
make sure that we could provide training opportunities for Aboriginal people, which is a wonderful pathway to 
employment. Too many Aboriginal students leave school prematurely or leave completely ill-equipped to deal 
with meaningful employment; therefore, their quality of life is destined to be lower than it would have been had 
they had a quality education. I established the “Training together — working together” committee, which 
comprised a combination of members of the State Training Board and a couple of members of the community, 
including Dr Sue Gordon. We traversed the length and breadth of Australia, to access the views of Aboriginal 
people and communities to ensure that we got it right and did not just pour more money into more training 
programs that provided piecemeal outcomes and did nothing to reduce the gap between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people. 

It was a great committee. It was a very worthwhile exercise. We launched the “Training together — working 
together” initiative in my second year as Minister for Training and Workforce Development, and that was based 
upon recommendations from the “Training together — working together” committee. In essence, that committee 
recommended that, firstly, a go-to shop was needed for Aboriginal people in training that provided support for 
training opportunities and requirements and for how to do a CV and that provided linkages with employers, state 
and private training providers and local government and state government to assist them through that process. 
Secondly, they desperately needed mentoring in that process. They needed support so that they were not just 
told, “There’s a job here; go for it”, but were provided with employment and then post-employment support, so 
that once they got employed, they could cope with the challenges of full-time employment. Thirdly, they wanted 
role models, but not high-profile sportspeople; they wanted Aboriginal people who had gone out there and done 
it, whether they be a bricklayer, a doctor or whatever they might be. They wanted Aboriginal people to speak 
with them, encourage them and show them what could be achieved. 

As a result of those recommendations, we rolled out five Aboriginal workforce development centres throughout 
Western Australia—in Broome, Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, Bunbury and Murray Street, Perth. I opened all five of 
them and I was delighted to do so as the then training minister. If any members have not been to those workforce 
development centres, I encourage them to do so as they are well worth a visit, particularly the one in 
Murray Street, Perth. 

Hon Adele Farina: We’re not allowed to visit anywhere without ministerial permission first, under this 
government. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: I beg your pardon. Ask Hon Sue Ellery. She can go to any school she wants to. I have 
never prevented her from going to a school. 
Hon Sue Ellery: You’ve never stopped me, but I do have to get your permission. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: That is no different from when I was opposition education minister. I had regional 
directors following me all over the state. Give me a break! 
Hon Ken Travers: Yes, but you weren’t responsible like Hon Sue Ellery! 
Hon PETER COLLIER: Right! That is no different from any government; give me a break! 
Hon Stephen Dawson: We’re not complaining about you, minister. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: Local members can walk in off the street; they do not need permission to go into 
a workforce development centre—goodness gracious! They are fantastic. 
Hon Ken Travers: Minister, you’re the best in that regard. 
Hon Sue Ellery: You actually are. Some of your colleagues are appalling. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Thank you. 
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Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! I think there is a mutual admiration society here! 

Hon PETER COLLIER: They were a great initiative and I was delighted to open those five centres before 
I moved to the education portfolio. The point was that I wanted to ensure that students, particularly 15 and 16-
year-old Aboriginal students, had somewhere to go. 

We also increased the funding—I am not sure whether it is still there at the moment—to $1.8 million for 
certificate II skills training. We did it through SMYL Community Services. Members opposite will know that 
I worked with former member Graham Giffard on that rollout. There was nothing more heartening than going to 
those graduation ceremonies for certificate II students at SMYL in Fremantle and watching the smiles of the 
young men and women when they got their certificate II. It was fantastic, because it planted the seed for those 
young Aboriginal boys and girls that they could do something positive. It was terrific, it was really good and it 
was positive and, as I said, it did exactly what I wanted it to do. I wanted to show these young men and women 
what they could do if they put their mind to it. Then the workforce development centres would assist them in the 
process of working through to employment. 

From a training perspective, I was very comfortable with what we achieved. When I took on the education 
portfolio, I said exactly the same thing to the director general, Sharyn O’Neill. I said that Aboriginal education 
was my top priority and that we had to make sure that we overcame the gap between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people, particularly in early intervention. At that stage, I asked Duncan Ord, who was then second in 
charge at the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, whether he would mind heading up the education unit at the 
Department of Education to provide some stimulus for that component of the department and come up with 
a framework for early intervention and Aboriginal education enhancement, and he did so and he was delighted. 
The reason I did that is that, as I said, I find it extraordinary that in the twenty-first century, so many of our 
Aboriginal students still cannot read and write when they leave school. It must be disheartening to an Aboriginal 
child to go to school every day and not have a clue what is going on. I mean that quite sincerely. They go into 
a classroom and have difficulty reading and writing, so their communication is very limited. They are ostracised 
and bullied very frequently by their peers and they are made to feel diminished; therefore, their self-esteem and 
resilience suffers. That child, from a very early age from kindergarten to preprimary school and then to primary 
school, and certainly in the latter years of primary school, is not prepared to take on the enormous challenges of 
secondary school. It is much more, dare I say it, convenient for that child just to not go to school. Unfortunately, 
a significant number of Aboriginal students do not go to school. Their attendance rates at school, particularly in 
the remote areas of the state, are very low. Again, this provides a framework for despair post-education. If the 
child has difficulty when they have one teacher in a small classroom where there is a lot more nurturing of the 
child at the primary school level, imagine what it will be like for that child to go to secondary school and go to 
five different classes every day and have no idea what is going on and suffer the same ostracisation, bullying 
et cetera. Of course, the incentive would be further reduced, and that is why it is absolutely essential—I come 
back to the point I made earlier in my contribution—that anything we do starts with early intervention. The seeds 
of positive energy must be sown very early. 

We have done an enormous amount in this area since we have been in government. I point first of all to the child 
and parent centres. Although the child and parent centres are not exclusively for Aboriginal students, they are in 
areas that have high proportions of Aboriginal students. The child and parent centres provide early literacy and 
numeracy development and also wraparound services for psychology, mental health, health and parenting skills. 
The family is also engaged to ensure that the child feels nurtured and significant and develops their literacy and 
numeracy skills at an early stage. Quite frankly—I will be honest about this—16 centres are not enough. We do 
not have any in the Kimberley at this stage, and I am very conscious of that. However, we do have 28 Aboriginal 
kindergartens. They provide a step up, but they are not enough. Quite frankly, they do not deal with the crux of 
the problem—that is, empowering the family and making sure that the family is part of the process. Frequently, 
the children just will not turn up to kindergarten. At the moment, I am looking at, and the cabinet subcommittee 
is working on, enhancing the role of those Aboriginal kindergartens to provide more wraparound services, more 
nurturing and more support so that the child feels significant and feels personally empowered because they know 
what is going on in the classroom; they can read from the whiteboard and from a book, and their parents are 
involved in their development. They have a step up that they would not have had if we did not provide that 
support, which we have done through the child and parent centres, the Aboriginal kindergartens and what we 
have planned in the near future. 

In addition to that, we must have more support for each and every Aboriginal child. This brings me back to the 
funding model that we have just introduced throughout Western Australia in our public education system. 
Previously, Aboriginal children were supported, but it was very ad hoc; that is, there was no method to the 
madness in the support for Aboriginal children.  
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As a result of the student-centred funding model—I will not get into too much detail about this—it suffices to 
say that every child gets funded throughout Western Australia. There are criteria based upon those with English 
as a second language, those with a disability, those from a low socioeconomic area, those living in the regions, 
and, significantly, Aboriginal students. So, every single Aboriginal child is now funded. If that child goes from 
one school to another, that child is funded. That has not happened before. As a direct result of the funding now 
and increases in funding last week, funding for Aboriginal students has gone from $33 million last year—that is 
specific to Aboriginal children; that is above and beyond their base funding—to $43 million this year. That is 
a commitment to ensure, as I said, that each Aboriginal child is recognised, and that there is specific opportunity 
for teachers, for educators across the board, for support staff, for principals and leaders in the school community 
to actually provide a specific, evidence-based curriculum and support for those Aboriginal students. That is so 
that the Aboriginal child feels supported and enhanced, so that when they move from primary into secondary 
school that child is much better prepared and equipped to deal with the challenges of secondary school. If we 
couple that with the training from the top end and the curriculum and early intervention from the bottom end, we 
have made changes that will have a significant, I am sure, positive impact in providing positive outcomes for 
Aboriginal people throughout Western Australia. 

In addition to that, I am very conscious of the fact that an enormous number of Aboriginal young men and 
women are part of our criminal justice system in juvenile justice; from recent memory, around three-quarters of 
people in juvenile justice are Aboriginal. Again, we can shake our heads and say that is appalling, and it really is. 
It goes right back to, as I said, that disengagement. Lack of clarity, lack of purpose and lack of support at those 
very early ages mean that by the time the child gets to adolescence, it is much easier and more convenient for 
that child to take the easy option and not go to school and to move into, quite frankly, a life of despair. 

Another area of our education system assisting those students in particular is CARE schools—that is, curriculum 
and re-engagement in education schools. We have 11 throughout Western Australia, and if I get my way, we will 
have a lot more. We have significantly increased funding to those CARE schools since we took office in 2008. 
They provide meaningful education and training to students throughout the state who are otherwise disengaged 
from authoritarian education; again, a significant proportion are Aboriginal. Again, these Aboriginal students are 
not bad kids. They may fall into a life of despair there for a while and they may get into trouble with the law or 
may be involved with juvenile justice but, for goodness sake, if we look back at the foundations that have been 
laid very early in their lives, is it any wonder that by the time they get to 15 and 16 years old they are literally 
forced into that quality of life? CARE schools play a tremendous role in assisting these kids. Again, I strongly 
encourage members to go out and visit some of these schools. One that I have a lot to do with is 
Corridors College in Midland. Corridors is a tremendous educational facility, and Terry Parsons does a great job 
out there; in fact, my sister works there one day a week now as well. She works with the Association of 
Independent Schools of Western Australia, but she spends one day a week, I think, at Corridors. If members go 
out there, they will see what I mean. These kids are engaged—it might be artwork, it might be basket weaving, it 
might be design technology, it might be information technology or whatever—and they have support to make 
sure they feel significant and empowered, and it takes them out of that juvenile justice vicious circle. I think 
those CARE schools are doing a great job. 

We have a similar situation in our government sector with the behaviour management centres. They deal—again 
not exclusively—with Aboriginal students, and quite frankly not a significant number of Aboriginal students go 
to those behaviour centres. But the centres are there, and I feel that they are not necessarily being utilised as best 
they could be. That is why I am looking, at the moment, into expanding the role of the behaviour centres to 
capture more disengaged children. That will include a significant number of Aboriginal students, and provide 
more meaningful pathways and curriculum options than they have at the moment. That is what I am doing at the 
moment to ensure that every single opportunity we have in our education and training system is utilised to ensure 
that an Aboriginal child or adolescent feels significant and is provided with opportunities so that when they leave 
our education or training system, they are job-ready. That means they will be able to get out there, get a job and 
feel significant, important and in control, and therefore have a much more positive and meaningful quality of 
life. 
What I have said provides a fairly comprehensive framework of what we are doing as a government. We have 
not been resting on our laurels; what we have done has been quite extensive on a number of fronts. As I said, in 
terms of reducing the suicide rate—Hon Helen Morton will speak more specifically about that in a moment—
from my perspective, we are enhancing Aboriginal culture and providing opportunities for Aboriginal people to 
ensure that they develop resiliency skills and self-esteem and lead meaningful lives. Having said all that, I think 
the government is working hard in this area, and for those reasons the government will not be supporting the 
motion. 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [2.07 pm]: I want to speak on this 
motion for several reasons, one of which is to support the work of my colleague the member for Kimberley, 
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Josie Farrer, on this issue. The member for Kimberley has set herself some clear areas of focus in what she wants 
to work on in representing the people of the Kimberley. One of those is to advocate for, and see a real change in, 
the way the government actively seeks to prevent Indigenous youth suicide; not just respond after the fact, but to 
prevent Indigenous youth suicide. She wants to see that horrific statistic on the rate of suicide for Indigenous 
people in the Kimberley—it is significantly higher than for non-Indigenous people in the Kimberley—
substantially reduced over a sustained period. 
I am pleased the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs spoke, and I appreciated his contribution. One of the things he 
said is that Hon Helen Morton, in her capacity as Minister for Child Protection; Mental Health will speak on the 
first part of the motion. The Minister for Aboriginal Affairs told us that Hon Helen Morton will demonstrate that 
suicide rates have declined in recent years. I certainly hope it is the case that the minister is able to demonstrate 
that there has been a sustained, substantial decline over a number of years. In a minute I will explain why; it is 
because of the comments made by the Minister for Health in this same debate in the other place. 
The  Minister for Aboriginal Affairs talked about Oombulgurri and some of the circumstances there in respect of 
children. I do not disagree with his assessment of the despair and danger faced by those children. Unfortunately, 
we found ourselves in a position most recently of the Premier having made some intemperate remarks that have 
caused great offence. It is not the case that the circumstances of Oombulgurri were the context and trigger for 
him making those comments. The context and trigger was the decision by the federal government to withdraw 
funding for remote communities.  
I listened to the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs on ABC radio this morning. I appreciate that he said that he can 
understand the degree of anxiety and angst in the Indigenous communities. I am pleased that today he called the 
Feds’ decision to withdraw those funds for what it is; I think the words he used were “It’s caused enormous 
problems.” Oh that the Premier, followed by the Prime Minister, had also used such temperate language. If they 
had used the minister’s language, I do not think that the degree of offence, hurt, anxiety and angst that many, 
many Indigenous people in not only Western Australia and remote communities, but also across Australia are 
feeling right now would have been felt. I note that the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs referred us to a document 
about cultural awareness that was produced by his department. There are two blokes I reckon he should send it 
to—the Premier and the Prime Minister. The Premier’s remarks were bad enough, but when the Prime Minister 
said what he said about lifestyle choices when referring to Indigenous Australians’ cultural connection to the 
land, he made a terrible situation a thousand times worse—words matter. 
Like the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, I will refer to the Hope report. The despair and lack of hope occurs not 
just because of the economic and social circumstances in which Indigenous people find themselves; it is layer 
upon layer of things that have happened to Indigenous people and that are happening right now. The words used 
by the leader of the Western Australian government and the leader of the nation are causing anxiety and despair. 
They need to stop. We do not want to be accused of going back to the 1950s, and years before that, when people 
were literally ripped off the land, but that is how people are talking after hearing what the Premier said. That is 
what they think he is going to do. I heard the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs say on radio today that that will not 
happen, but the seed was not planted by a scare campaign by others; rather, it was planted in people’s minds 
because of the words used by the Premier and the Prime Minister. They absolutely have to stop using that 
language. Leadership is very important. It comes not only with great privilege, but also great responsibility. They 
have to get their language right. 
The government—particularly the Minister for Mental Health, which is why I am pleased that she will be 
speaking on the motion—made the issue of mental health and suicide a major policy position before the 
2008 election. Prior to that election, I represented the then Minister for Health in this place. Day after day the 
now Minister for Mental Health voiced her concern and anger over what she described as our government’s 
inadequate action on this issue. She condemned us for a lack of statewide suicide strategy and for what she saw 
as our failure to turn the statistics around over a sustained period of time—about the same period that this 
government has been in office. It is now 2015 and I would like to hear what has substantially and significantly 
changed in the suicide rates over the past six and a half, coming up to seven, years. I trust that the Minister for 
Mental Health—I know that she will—will outline the programs and processes in which the government has 
invested, but if there has been no sustained, substantial shift over a significant period, she will stand condemned 
by the same words she used to condemn us in 2007 and 2008. 

I note that in a very similar debate in the other place, the Minister for Health took quite a reasonable position. He 
noted that although the figures bounce up and down a bit, there had been no substantial change in suicide rates 
among Indigenous people in the Kimberley between when we were in government and now, which is the end of 
2013. He referred to Kununurra and Indigenous people under 25 years of age. The debate is in Hansard of 
13 November 2013. He said that for Indigenous people under 25, there were seven suicides in 2008 and 
11 suicides in 2013. For people over 25 in Broome, there were six suicides in 2008 and five in 2012. In the 
Broome region, there were 15 in 2008 and 15 in 2012. He said — 
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Those figures show that the problem of Indigenous suicide has been one of long standing across the 
community. 

He was responding to a motion moved by the member for Kimberley. He said that although we might see a dip 
over 12 months, unfortunately there was no substantial change over a sustained period. Given that we are at the 
end of March 2015, I am not sure that the minister will be able to claim that he was so badly wrong in November 
2013 that there has been since then, because there has not been enough time since then, for there to be 
a sustained shift in those figures over a reasonable period. 

I will refer briefly to the comments made by the member for Kimberley in that debate in 2013. She said — 

The rate of Aboriginal suicides is seven times the rate for non–Indigenous Kimberley residents. This 
year, there were nine suicides in almost as many weeks. Keeping people in the mindset of wanting to 
stay alive is not an easy task in my electorate. Strong, positive Indigenous leaders are doing everything 
in their power to improve lives and strengthen their community, but these people are only human. 
Where is the support for these community leaders who are so heavily relied upon to help everyone else 
with their issues on the ground? 

… 
There are no 24-hour on-call counsellors in remote Kimberley communities. 
… 
I have been told that there is often a six-week waiting list to see a psychiatrist in Broome. 
… 

There simply are not enough mental health professionals. 

The government should provide subsidised training specifically targeting local Indigenous community 
members to become mental health workers, drug and alcohol counsellors and clinical psychiatrists. 
… 
It is a continuing comment from locals in my electorate that the people who are supposed to help 
prevent suicide come after the event has occurred, and we need prevention. 

She went on to say — 

Despite the WA mental health minister, Helen Morton, announcing that a $13 million suicide 
prevention strategy would be fast-tracked to address a Kimberley-wide tragedy, the rates of suicide 
continue to grow. 

Clusters of suicides in Fitzroy Crossing, Halls Creek, Kununurra, Balgo and Oombulgurri have led to 
coronial inquests. Many of the recommendations have not been effectively implemented. 

I am concerned that the cuts to funding for education will have a detrimental impact on young people. 
The Kimberley will face bigger cuts than any other region in the state, with the additional cuts to the 
Aboriginal and Islander education officers on top of the cuts to other programs and positions … 

She states — 

It is important that the Barnett government implement the recommendations made by Alastair Hope 
between 2008 and 2011. There are so many children growing up into confused, angry, frustrated and 
bored teenagers. 

She further states — 

Kimberley people refer to “quiet houses”; I know it is not a common thing, but Aboriginal people in the 
Kimberley would like quiet houses to be set up in communities, away from the other normal housing 
areas, for people who are depressed or need mental health support. The quiet house would be 
supervised 24 hours a day, and counselling offered 24 hours a day. 

Please, minister; listen to our cries. We want our young people to be alive. We want them to be there. It 
is a continuing comment from locals in my electorate: the people who are supposed to help prevent 
suicide come after the event has occurred. 

Immediately following her contribution, the Minister for Health, Dr Hames, stood and made the point that the 
numbers tend to go up and down. He referred to the period between 31 December 2012 and 30 April 2013, 
a period of four months in which there were 12 suicides in the Kimberley. He also said, which is important to 
remember, that people may or may not be successful at suicide, and we need to take note of their self-harming 
and the consequences of that.  
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He went on to say — 

Through that same period, there were 325 episodes of self-harm—that is, people doing things to 
themselves that cause harm but do not necessarily result in death. It might have been an attempted 
suicide or some other form of self-abuse. 

He went on to make the point in, I guess, a bipartisan way that until the trend continues down over a sustained 
period, it is just not right for one side or the other to claim that they have fixed the problem. He said that 
in November 2013. Since then, I am not sure how the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs can claim that between 
then and March 2015 there has been a period of sustained reduction over a reasonable period. 

The Hope report, which the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs also referred to, is a good document but it is a bloody 
horrible document as well. At the beginning of the report the then coroner, Alistair Hope, highlights the reasons 
for the high suicide rate in the Kimberley. He notes — 

In the context of the deaths by way of suicide the following has been said — 

”What are we trying to prevent? The common factor in suicide and other forms of self-harm is distress. 
As Shneidman (1998) noted, “Suicide is never born out of exaltation or joy … The author of suicide is 
pain” (pp.245-6). … people kill themselves when they feel trapped with an intolerable intensity of 
psychological pain. Suicide is the escape from intolerable pain when all other avenues of flight are 
perceived to be blocked”. 

That is why I made the point at the beginning of my comments that words and language matter. We cannot treat 
lightly our responsibility to speak respectfully with Aboriginal people and probably, more importantly, to listen 
respectfully to Aboriginal people. The kind of language that has been used by the Premier—not once, we would 
think he might have learnt the first time—when he said that there is no solution for some remote Indigenous 
communities other than to shut them down. When he said that, he caused enormous distress. When he stood on 
the steps of Parliament House the other day and asked Indigenous people to walk in his shoes—gosh!—it was 
astonishingly insensitive to speak that way. I could not believe that he spoke that way. In the interim period 
between those two comments, of course, the Prime Minister helped out by referring to Indigenous people’s 
connection to land as being “a lifestyle choice”. I go back to that because, even if we did not think about it, we 
could see in their response that it sent a chilling message to people in those communities and, indeed, to 
Indigenous people across the board. 

There was uproar in the other house of Parliament last week when two Indigenous members of Parliament took 
such umbrage at the disrespectful way the Premier was speaking that one was thrown out and the other left of her 
own choice because she could not listen any more to what was being said. She was very angry and very deeply 
offended by what was being said when the Premier effectively accused every Indigenous person in the 
Kimberley of being in some way responsible for 39 cases of sexually transmitted infections among children. 
That is a serious statistic, and I will talk about child protection matters in a little while. When the member for 
Victoria Park and the member for the Kimberley are so deeply distressed by his comments, imagine the distress 
caused to those in a less privileged position than the member for Victoria Park and the member for Kimberley. It 
is astonishingly insensitive that the Premier spoke, not once, but continued to speak, in that way. If we are to 
avoid what Alistair Hope identified as the common factor in suicide and self-harm—that is, distress—the 
Premier needs to change his language. I am not sure that people in this Parliament can exercise influence over 
the Prime Minister but I assume some can exercise influence over the Premier. Maybe I am wrong; maybe 
nobody can and that is the problem. I urge members opposite to do all within their power to get him to change 
his language because if he does not, I worry about what will happen as a consequence. 

The Minister for Aboriginal Affairs has already referred to some of the recommendations of the Hope report 
of February 2008. Recommendation 2 is on page 36. The lead-up to this recommendation was the need for an 
assessment of sustainability to take place. It states — 

I recommend that before vast amounts of money are invested in housing and infrastructure costs, 
there should be a plan in place for each region in the Kimberley addressing sustainability. The 
issue of sustainability should take account of practical, historical and cultural factors. When 
a decision has been made that a community is sustainable, a real ongoing commitment should be 
made to improving the conditions in that community and the plan in respect of that community 
should not be abandoned without very good reason. 

What have we seen so far? In response to a short-sighted decision by the federal government to withdraw 
funding for core essential services from those communities, the Premier said, “What we need is to close down 
some of those communities because child abuse is rife, children are not attending school, housing is appalling 
and we need to shut them down.” We have also seen in the last 24 hours the release of a report prepared by the 
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federal government in 2011, I understand, which apparently lists 190-odd communities that the commonwealth 
government said when it wrote the report were unsustainable. There was certainly no discussion or conversation 
between the commonwealth government and those communities about what constituted sustainability. That is 
why I have to say that I was pleased when I heard the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs say on ABC radio today 
that the government will start, effectively, what he described as coming up with that plan in consultation with 
Indigenous communities. Unfortunately, he is starting way behind the eight ball because he has caused a great 
deal of distress and anxiety. Also, the Premier has already said they will be shut down. I doubt that any 
Indigenous people will go into that process with good faith because they think the government has already 
reached the conclusion, not because of the temperate language used today by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs 
but because the Premier of the state has already declared that the only solution “is to shut them down”. I hope 
that we hear more about the level of engagement and what is being done to rebuild the bridges that the Premier 
and the Prime Minister have effectively destroyed in working up that sustainability plan. 

The other issue that I want to briefly touch on is that the Aboriginal Legal Service of WA made a submission to 
the federal House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs 
in December 2009 regarding its inquiry into the high levels of involvement of Indigenous juveniles and young 
adults in the criminal justice system. The submission referred to the absence of crisis-care accommodation, bail 
hostels and rehabilitation programs in regional and remote Western Australia. It stated that the critical shortage 
and culturally appropriate versions of these things throughout WA, particularly regional and remote WA, has 
been well documented by a number of inquiries. It referred to the fact that Fitzroy Crossing—one of 26 large 
Aboriginal communities that was being targeted by the then federal government with its new funding policy—
has one drug and alcohol counsellor for the whole town; no psychiatric or psychological diversionary or 
rehabilitation program; no sex offence program; no victim–offender mediation program; and a very limited 
capacity for the Department of Corrective Services or juvenile justice to put adults or juveniles on work orders, 
particularly females. This all means that when a magistrate sitting in these jurisdictions is sentencing a person 
and trying to craft a fair and just community-based order, they have no practical options to incorporate into those 
orders. The unfortunate consequence on many occasions is that the magistrate becomes frustrated and turns to 
the next option—a term of either suspended or immediate imprisonment, which just increases incarceration rates. 
The Department of Corrective Services stated to the inquiry — 

“We have to be completely honest ... and say that remote delivery of programs is not happening in the 
short term due to lots of logistical problems and the fact that it is an expensive option and also that, in 
real terms, we do not have the staff or the skills to be able to deliver these programs.” 

Over the last three or four days it was reported in the media that 197 children are being held in adult lockups. 
These children have been found guilty of some offence and a decision was made that they needed to be detained 
in custody and sent south from the Kimberley to be locked up. Until they can be put on a plane and taken there, 
they are held in remand in adult lockups. When numbers like that are revealed in the context of the comments by 
the Premier and the Prime Minister in the last few weeks, it shows that we are not doing a helluva lot to stop 
what Alastair Hope has told us lies at the core of suicide; that is, the distress and belief that there is no other 
option. If they are spending 24 or 48 hours in a police lockup, let us put the best possible spin on it and say that 
they are kept absolutely separate from any adults who might be in there and want to do things that they should 
not do to those children. Let us say that the best-case scenario is that they are sitting in a concrete cell and 
looking at nothing for a period of time. If that is the best-case scenario, that is not the way we should be treating 
these children. The statistics will show us that of those 197 kids, some of them will commit suicide, and the fact 
that they have been locked up within adult cells will be a contributing factor—we know that. In three years 
197 children have been locked up. I watched the minister say on the ABC news that it was a pragmatic solution. 
No, it is not a pragmatic solution. It is an unacceptable solution for everybody involved. It is certainly 
unacceptable for the children, and it is unacceptable for the police; it is not their job, they should not have to do 
that. It is unacceptable for a range of reasons, and it is not acceptable to say that there is no pragmatic solution. If 
we are talking about 197 children over three years, we are talking about — 

Hon Helen Morton: In two locations in Kununurra and Broome. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Even more reason why the problem is fixable. That figure equates to about 65 kids a year, 
yet it has not been possible to do something like build a bail hostel to deal with that number of children, 
particularly when, back in 2009, the then Minister for Child Protection Hon Robyn McSweeney said that she 
would do such a thing, and the then Treasurer Christian Porter said that it was a high priority for him in his 
budget to build a bail hostel in that part of the Kimberley. We need to get on and do this. We need no further 
evidence. We are actively contributing to the likelihood that those children will, at some point in their future, 
self-harm and possibly suicide as a direct consequence because we do not have an appropriate place in which to 
keep them while they are on remand. 
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I recognise that it takes a sustained period of time to fix these things. When I first became the Minister for 
Child Protection there was an appalling coroner’s report into the death of a baby in the Kimberley. I do not want 
to be disrespectful to the baby or the baby’s family, but I think they came from Kununurra. The baby died as 
a direct result of neglect. The coroner’s report contained some very serious findings, some of which went to the 
practice of some of the senior staff in that area of the Department for Child Protection and Family Support. I had 
literally just been made the minister. I met with the officers of the agency and asked them what advice they could 
give me on how they would respond to the serious findings about senior staff. One of the findings was that the 
baby had not been sighted. The baby, the older children and the family were known to the department. However, 
nobody had sighted the baby to check on its welfare despite concerns that were raised. The only person who was 
sent by the department to sight the baby was the child protection work experience student doing their practical in 
that particular district office. That is appalling for several reasons; it is obviously appalling that the baby died 
and it was a tragic circumstance for that family, but I also feel for that student. The consequence of what 
happened afterwards to the baby will stay with that student for the rest of their life. However, the department’s 
response was that if it took action against that kind of practice, it would have no staff left, it would not be able to 
do anything, and it would not be able to attract any staff if they thought they would end up having to wear the 
consequences of a coroner’s report. I could not have been more shocked by that response. I was more shocked by 
the response than by reading the horrific details of the baby’s death in the coroner’s report. Consequently, we 
were implementing the Ford review into child protection and I asked the incoming director general, 
Terry Murphy, to adopt a project management approach to things like the coroner’s report. In that way we could 
see a recommendation and a plan, who was responsible for implementing the plan and the time line for 
implementation, what resources were needed, and the plan’s progress along a time line of how successful it had 
been or otherwise. Terry Murphy approached that task with project management experience because that is what 
he had been working through in the Department of Health. I raise that issue because I genuinely do not want the 
minister to say that because there has been a decrease in the Indigenous suicide figures since November 2013 
that this has been fixed and it is all fabulous, because it is not. 
Hon Helen Morton: What a stupid thing to say. Who is going to say that? No-one would say that. It is a stupid 
thing to say — 
Hon SUE ELLERY: I regularly hear the minister making those kinds of speeches in here. 
Hon Helen Morton interjected. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: The minister should read Hansard because she is forgetting what she has said. She 
regularly says that she has fixed everything and she also commonly says that people are being “silly”; it is 
probably her favourite word, but I will not be distracted because I have less than 13 minutes in which to speak. 
I am deeply concerned that the recent controversy created by the Premier and the Prime Minister has taken us 
backwards and that the revelation that we are still locking up kids in adult prisons—197 of them over three 
years—shows that we have not done very much to seriously address those triggers that Alastair Hope has talked 
about. I am hopeful on the basis of the comments made and intent shown by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs 
on ABC radio this morning. 

To be successful, the Premier perhaps needs to adopt the attitude of the minister. Can that be achieved? I do not 
know. The minister will not be able to achieve anything if the Premier does not pull his head in and stop making 
the incendiary remarks he has been making over the last two weeks. I genuinely hope that the Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs is successful in his efforts to guide and take a leadership role in those consultations with 
Indigenous communities. But if the outcome is as the Premier has already said—that those communities will be 
shut—the government will take us so far backwards that it will be a terrible betrayal of those people, because by 
now we are supposed to have learned from all the studies and inquiries that have been conducted, particularly the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Deaths in Custody and the report on the stolen generations. If we do not learn 
from all that work about the importance of respectful consideration of culture, we will never learn. In saying that, 
I want to make this point: children still need to be kept safe. Let us not, starry-eyed, tip the balance so far that in 
an effort to be respectful of culture we do not address the real issues of child safety, child abuse and neglect. We 
absolutely need to apply the same standard of what makes a child safe across the board. If a child cannot be kept 
safe in a culturally appropriate family setting, they need to go to one that is safe; that is the bottom line. It has to 
be about keeping children safe. I am not starry-eyed about the fact that we do not need to do a lot of serious work 
that is sustained over a long period to make sure that communities are kept safe and that their children go to 
school and get educational value. However, we have to come at this with the right approach, and I worry that we 
will lose the goodwill of Indigenous people to achieve the outcomes we need for the safety of everybody in those 
communities if the Premier and the Prime Minister keep talking the way that they are. 

This is an important motion. The first part of it is important for the reason I set out when I started my comments. 
In particular, the Minister for Mental Health came into this house day after day and condemned the previous 
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government for the rates of suicide. If she is not able to demonstrate that over a reasonable period of time there 
has been a sustained substantial trend — 

Hon Helen Morton: What’s reasonable? 

Hon SUE ELLERY: The minister will tell me what she thinks is reasonable and I will make a judgement. 

Hon Helen Morton: So one year is not reasonable — 

Hon SUE ELLERY: No, one year is not; of course it is not. 

Hon Helen Morton: I know it’s not. No-one would suggest it is. So what is reasonable? 

Hon SUE ELLERY: That is good. Off the top my head, not being a professional researcher and not looking at 
all the different kinds of methodologies, I think the numbers would have to go down for five years before the 
government could say that we might be on the right track here. There obviously needs to be a longer term study, 
but it seems to me we would want to look at that minimum period. I would also not rely on me or the minister; 
I would rely on experts to work up a methodology that demonstrated that. 

Hon Helen Morton interjected. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Why would the minister say that, because number one, I said that I am not the expert, but 
it would seem to me that that would be a reasonable period? The minister just said, “Five years, we will see.” 
What I would not do is rely on me or the minister to do that. I would rely on professionals who work on 
evaluating public health programs and mental health programs to advise me on a reasonable period. I do not 
think I am the expert on that and that is the difference between us. I know I am not the expert; the minister thinks 
she is. 

Hon Helen Morton: Exactly. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: “Exactly”! That is exactly right. I trust Hansard picked that up. 

Hon Helen Morton: What did you want Hansard to pick up? 
Several members interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Members, Hon Sue Ellery has the call. Let us return to the debate on the motion. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: I will draw my remarks to a conclusion. This is a really serious subject and the reason 
I think the minister should be condemned is that she came to this Parliament day after day in 2007 and 2008 and 
held us to a higher standard than I think she is holding herself to. That is the reason I think the word “condemn” 
has to be part of this motion: the minister applied a different standard to our government’s capacity to deal with 
Indigenous suicide than she does to her own. 

HON DAVE GRILLS (Mining and Pastoral) [2.46 pm]: I rise to speak on this motion and thank 
Hon Stephen Dawson for raising in this place the topic of suicide. I believe the matters raised here today are 
important and warrant our discussion. However, I am at times somewhat disappointed that there is too much 
political condemnation on such serious matters and I do not believe it is fair or reasonable to blame the 
Barnett government or any other for the tragedy of suicide. 

If it were simply a matter of throwing money at one particular group or increasing funding for one particular 
development or program, certainly we should have solved this problem by now. Before I continue, I think it is 
important to mention that the tragedy of suicide affects us all. It is not confined to a particular ethno-cultural 
group or geographic location. As we know, someone may choose to end their life for a variety of reasons, 
whether it be driven by relationship and family problems; sexual, physical or emotional abuse; drug or alcohol-
related problems; mental illness including schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and depression; major loss and grief; 
work problems; unemployment; financial or legal problems; loneliness; a lack of belonging; or a sense of 
hopelessness in their life. The scourge of suicide is a reminder to all of us that the conversation surrounding 
mental health and wellbeing can never stop and needs to include all members of society.  

As members are aware, the inaugural “Western Australian Suicide Prevention Strategy 2009–2013” had 
a significant focus on community action plans aimed at providing local solutions to local issues. In total, 
$21 million was invested and 45 community action plans were established across Western Australia. The state 
government continues to support projects and initiatives that build community awareness about suicide 
prevention, services and support programs, strength and resilience to respond to the risks, signs and impacts of 
suicide, and it is developing suicide prevention activities that utilise local initiatives, local resources and local 
people. The state government’s suicide prevention strategy has a particular emphasis on those deemed to be at 
greater risk of suicide, namely young people, young men, people who live in rural and regional 
Western Australia and Aboriginal people. The sad reality is that life outside metropolitan Perth, particularly in 
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remote and rural areas, can be very tough due to a combination of isolation, limited support services and a lack 
of opportunities. This in turn has a negative impact on mental health and wellbeing and leads to an increased risk 
of suicide. We constantly hear alarming statistics about the rate of suicide among our farmers, with some data 
suggesting the risk of suicide on average is significantly greater for farmers than it is for the general population. 
Of course, the motion put to the house today deals specifically with suicide rates among Western Australia’s 
Indigenous population, which are higher than those among the European or general population. It saddens and 
disturbs me that Kimberley Aboriginal communities such as those in Fitzroy Crossing, Mowanjum, Derby and 
Balgo have experienced suicide rates up to 20 times the state average. As someone who has spent a significant 
amount of time in these Kimberley communities and who visits them regularly, I can say that this plague cannot 
be attributed to an alleged lack of government funding for health support services. In truth, there are a variety of 
support services operating in the region and they are more comprehensive and well-resourced than services in 
some other parts of regional and rural WA. Rather, I would argue that the problem we are discussing today is, 
instead, a result of wider social ills that are far more intractable than some of us might like to admit. 

As members will be aware, the state government’s Mental Health Commission has committed $22.5 million over 
four years to fund a statewide mental health service for Indigenous people with severe and persistent mental 
illnesses. The statewide Specialist Aboriginal Mental Health Service aims to improve access to culturally 
appropriate mental health services for Indigenous people and their families, build the capacity of the Indigenous 
mental health workforce, develop and maintain interagency partnerships aimed at the development of a more 
holistic approach to Indigenous mental health care, and improve the cultural understanding and functioning of 
mental health service providers. The service is delivered by the Department of Health’s mental health services in 
both metropolitan and country areas, except in the Kimberley, where services are delivered by the Kimberley 
Aboriginal Medical Services Council and the Kimberley WA Country Health Service. These services deal with 
the symptoms of mental illness. Our ultimate aim must be to reduce the high rate of mental health issues 
amongst Indigenous people. 

I am a firm believer that the best way to improve mental health and wellbeing, and thus reduce the suicide rate in 
such communities over the long term, is to provide greater social and economic opportunities for the residents. 
By unlocking the Kimberley region’s potential, we can work with these communities, strive to achieve 
reconciliation and provide opportunities for residents so that they too have the chance to become full-time 
participants in, and share in, the benefits of our Australian economy and society. That is why the Liberal–
National state government has developed and implemented a range of regional development programs aimed at 
raising living standards and the wellbeing of residents. Through royalties for regions and associated initiatives, 
we are putting in place the foundations to empower residents of regions such as the Kimberley. We are working 
to empower the Kimberley region’s Indigenous population through economic and social advancement so that 
they ultimately can enjoy a better quality of life. 

We know that economic participation is an essential step towards improving life outcomes for Indigenous 
people, families and communities, and we also know that poor Indigenous socioeconomic outcomes and welfare 
dependency will continue if there is no prospect of economic participation. We are in the process of building 
human capital in regions such as the Kimberley, as well as providing the necessary infrastructure, services and 
policy settings that will enable future economic growth. The saying “a rising tide lifts all the boats” is 
appropriate in this context as it will be regional economic development, not hand-wringing, that will ultimately 
improve Indigenous wellbeing, including mental health wellbeing. 

It should be noted that royalties for regions includes more than $1 billion in projects and programs that indirectly 
benefit Aboriginal people or provide opportunities to increase Indigenous economic participation. Furthermore, 
royalties for regions has also funded $350 million in Indigenous economic development projects that directly 
target improvement of wellbeing for Indigenous people. 

I am sure that every member of this and the other place wants to see Indigenous mental health and community 
wellbeing improved. Issues concerning dysfunctional communities, Indigenous suicide or the taking of one’s 
own life, wherever or however it occurs, are tragic, complex and heartbreaking, and I would hope that we, as 
elected representatives, will continue to work together and defeat this difficult problem. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [2.54 pm]: This is an interesting debate, and I thank 
Hon Stephen Dawson for bringing on the debate. I will support the motion, but not necessarily on the grounds 
outlined in the motion. The reason I will support it is that I do not think that any governments over recent times 
have fundamentally addressed the systemic problems involved with Indigenous suicide. We hear very much—
we have heard it again today—about culturally respectful programs or culturally appropriate programs, but very 
few people have addressed the substantive issue of culture. I am not here to bag the government, nor, indeed, to 
support the opposition’s motion; however, I fundamentally support the opposition’s motion and I will tend to 
vote with it on this motion. 

 [15] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 25 March 2015] 

 p2097c-2114a 
Hon Stephen Dawson; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Sue Ellery; Hon Dave Grills; Hon Robin Chapple 

I am not really here to argue whether the state has or has not got it right. I am concerned that we turn what is in 
essence a cultural problem into a mental health problem. As a person who has worked in Indigenous 
communities—from the 1970s, I spent 10 or 15 years out in the desert—and a person who had an Aboriginal 
foster child who committed suicide, I think that I have some experience around some of the fundamentals. 

Our modern cultures are only several thousands of years old, whereas Aboriginal culture is 60 000-plus years 
old. It is important to note that we mostly stumbled across a culture that was at least 10 times older than our own. 
This culture had developed a methodology of dealing with non-renewable resources and the degradation of the 
environment, and had basically avoided wars. It developed in some way that was significantly better than what 
we have managed. We should perhaps regard western culture as a developing culture and Aboriginal culture as 
advanced, because many of the components that we still struggle with, it has dealt with, and dealt with 
successfully. 

The other point is that when we mention Aboriginal culture, we do so at a great distance. There are many 
Aboriginal cultures—there is not one; there are many—and there are many evolutions of culture, dependent on 
whether people are living in the metropolitan area or are still living out at Tjuntjuntjara, Kiwirrkurra, Warralong 
or wherever. They all evolved differently. One of the most important things is—we tend to really forget this—
that Indigenous communities are small family communities that have a great interconnection and a great 
homogeny of views. One endearing feature that they have is the interpersonal respect mechanisms, which we 
find do not exist in many other societies, and a deep connection to land. I mentioned previously out on the steps 
of this place that I sat down at a place called Kintore with some old fellas—Nosepeg Tjupurrula and 
Tutama Tjapangati. I happened to be flooded in there so I had a bit of time to listen to them. They said to me, 
“The trouble with you wadjelas is that you want to own land. We are owned by the land; we are the land. We are 
not separate from it; we are one and the same.” Another old woman, whose funeral I attended a while ago, said 
to me, “If you love the land and you respect the land, the land will love you, but if you give your land away or if 
you do not respect the land or you do not respect the culture of the land, you will be lost as a soul; you will be 
shamed.” That shaming is a deep issue within Indigenous culture that we very seldom understand. I do not speak 
as an authority, but I just point out that most New Zealanders know one or two versions of the haka—it does not 
matter where they come from—and they embrace and enjoy the haka. It becomes a systemic part of being 
a New Zealander. How many people in this chamber, including me, speak one or more of the 90 languages that 
still survive in Australia? 
Hon Adele Farina interjected. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Very good. Eloquently, I hope. I have a couple of words from two different languages 
and that is about it. We need to understand that we do not embrace our Aboriginal culture—the culture that 
started this nation. 

I think it is highly important that when we deal with Indigenous suicide, we understand some of the drivers. One 
of the drivers that are continually identified in every report that we read—indeed, Alastair Hope touched on it in 
a number of his reports and I will read from a couple of reports shortly that deal with it, including “Hear Our 
Voices” and “Cultural wounds require cultural medicines”—is the shame that is felt within Indigenous culture in 
a way that we do not understand or comprehend. We might be able to acknowledge it, but can we actually 
appreciate it? Self-harm comes from a feeling of worthlessness and embarrassment: “Do I fit in with my peers? 
Have I let the side down?” I can recount two occasions in Yirrkala in Arnhem Land when we lost workers and 
we did not see them again for six months because somebody had poked a stick at them, so to speak, and they 
could not handle it. So they went off and left the community until they either were brought back in by the elders 
or plucked up the courage to come back. 

Not performing as expected in school is another massive issue for kids, because they are targeted by their peers 
as they do not shape up. Everybody goes back to working to the lowest common denominator rather than 
working upwards. 

Another thing that is very important to Indigenous people is not being able to protect land—the land that they are 
part of and the land that owns them, not the land that they own—and not being able to protect culture or sites. 
And so we go on and on. Those are the sorts of things that permeate a community. It is not an individual who is 
feeling disfranchised or shamed; it is a community, a family group, and that permeates through that family 
group. Quite often, we tend to put in place some program for little Johnny who might be considering self-harm, 
and he will be taken out of the problem area and he will be nurtured and whatever else. However, the 
fundamental problem is that, inevitably, it is the shame and pain of the community, not of little Johnny himself, 
that is manifest in little Johnny. 

It is interesting that I reconnected with Martin, my foster child, after 30-odd years. He was a loving, happy-go-
lucky man. Nobody—not his real parents nor I—had any inclination that he was going to take his own life on 
14 March 2013. He did not have a mental health problem. I am absolutely fed up with this notion that Indigenous 
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people have mental health problems. They have a societal problem; they have a cultural problem because their 
culture is not respected. We talk about culture, we talk about culturally appropriate programs and we talk about 
being respectful of culture, but how often do we sit down and learn or understand the culture that drives them? 
As Hon Sue Ellery has said, the Premier has made some pretty outrageous statements that offended me deeply, 
and I am not Indigenous. What do we think it did to members of the Warralong community, who took to 
Facebook and said that the Army was coming in to take away their community and that the police were there? 
They had one visit from a policeman because there was an outstanding fine, but suddenly that became bigger 
than Ben-Hur. I was being phoned by Indigenous people from the embassy in the eastern states who said that 
they were coming over to save Warralong, and I asked them what they were on about. It is this messaging that is 
so damaging. Those people at Warralong are now in a period of shame. They are worried. It is out of that 
collective shame that we get suicide. It is not a mental health problem. 
I was really pleased to see the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs make a valuable contribution. I want to turn 
quickly to a position that was stated in the 2008 record of investigation into the deaths of a number of people 
from suicide by the then coroner, Alastair Hope. There were a number of recommendations in that report, some 
of which I do not think got the message or misplaced some of the judgement. There are a number of good 
recommendations in the report, but the recommendation that really struck home was recommendation 7, which 
states — 

I recommend that if the government proposes to give a leadership role to the Department of Indigenous 
Affairs action be taken to — 

• put in place in the department a leadership structure which will command the respect of 
other government agencies and Aboriginal people; 

• be given the power and ability to monitor the performance of other government agencies 
and to give direction to those agencies in respect of Indigenous affairs; … 

The Department of Indigenous Affairs, if it operates properly—I hope one day it will—will be the real conduit 
for bringing forward the cultural needs and desires of Indigenous communities — 

• be adequately resourced so as to be able to take a leadership role and an increased 
practical role in working with Indigenous communities through regional offices. 

It does need a central body. In my view, many aspects in a number of reports that have been written identify the 
fundamentals, and we do not seem to touch on those. I was quite interested in where the Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs was going until he started talking about sports training and those sorts of things. I think they 
are incredibly important, but they do not go back to what I call the fundamental issues. I am glad that the 
minister is here, because I hope he is listening to what I have had to say so far. 

Hon Peter Collier That is part of a whole raft of strategies; that’s my point. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I understand that. I would not actually hang one’s coathanger on them; they are an 
important part, but there is a much more important part than that. I think we need to identify in that sort of little 
interchange the fact that Indigenous communities differ dramatically—whether they be out at Windjingayre, 
Warburton, in the south west in the Noongar lands, or in the Perth metropolitan area. There has to be a process 
that caters differently for those communities. 

The key issue that the minister made was to engage with the family. I am assuming that what he means by 
engaging with the family is the immediate parents. Therein lies one of the fundamental problems. Under 
traditional cultural law, the parents are not the best people to be talking to. Mostly it should be the aunt or the 
grandmother or whoever are the carers for those children, because that is how it was done culturally. When we 
talk about engaging the family, we need to engage with the family as a community, especially when it comes to 
the more remote communities. Where I have a problem with the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs is in the notion 
that somehow an evaluation of the economics of having remote communities is needed. If the government 
decides to close communities, the social dislocation, the shame, the sorrow and all the attendant things such as 
the control mechanisms that exist in remote communities will disappear. It is important that the minister 
recognise that going down that path will be inordinately expensive, and the corollary to that will be greater 
dysfunction, sorrow and a lack of potential healing within those communities. I have quite a lot more to say and 
I am mindful of the time and am trying to wrap up around this point. 

The issues that I really want to talk to are cultural wounds and cultural healing. I will touch on Yiriman and 
Burks Park, and also a very good contribution that was made in this chamber by Hon Shelley Archer, a former 
member of this place. I want to talk about programs that we should be funding that actually have a genuine, good 
outcome. 

Hon Dave Grills: Do you know what is happening in Burks Park now? 
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Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: What is the latest out there? 

Hon Dave Grills: I have worked very hard there; you should find out. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I was up there a little while ago and I was talking to Helen and her partner. If the 
member has some more information, I will talk to the member after this. They have been doing a pretty sterling 
job out there. The work that Yiriman has been doing was one that I had written to the minister about—namely, 
about its ability to deal with suicidal tendencies, to stop young offenders and also the process to empower young 
men and women to stand proud in their community. Unfortunately in those letters that I sent to the minister, they 
were actually around what I consider the fundamentals of what that program may or may not be able to do. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to temporary orders. 
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