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ADDRESS-IN-REPLY 
Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [5.40 pm]:  Before question time I was talking about my absolute 
disgust at the Attorney General and how he could even think of releasing Robert Excell into the community.  
Fair enough; it was not our community, but it was an English community in which there are English children, 
and they do not deserve to have a predator placed among them.  I also mentioned the way in which my colleague 
Hon Barbara Scott has been an absolute champion for the establishment of a children’s commissioner in Western 
Australia.  I note that Hon Sue Ellery has said that the government will make it a priority.  I wonder why, if it is 
such a priority, it was not mentioned in the Governor’s speech.  However, I am pleased that the government will 
do that.  It is thanks to the efforts of Hon Barbara Scott, who has taken it up with the government at every chance 
she has had, so that Western Australia will have a children’s commissioner.  I am sure that she will be very 
interested, as will I, to see how that bill is drafted.  Perhaps the Attorney General would not have made such a 
monumental mistake if this state had had a children’s commissioner.  It would have been one more level of 
accountability.  I just cannot believe that the Attorney General did that. 

I remind this government and everybody in this place that 95 per cent of the cases of abuse, or more, are 
perpetrated by people who know the child; and if that abuse is not perpetrated by a family member, it is 
perpetrated by a family friend or acquaintance.   

Hon Barbara Scott interjected. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, all that too.  Only about five per cent of abuse is perpetrated by strangers.  
By toughening the laws, external paedophiles are being caught.  However, the number of crimes committed 
behind closed doors far exceeds the number of known paedophiles.  I just wish more people would come 
forward.  Some of these children get counselling and the help they need.  However, many others must struggle in 
their daily lives, and struggle in silence.  Any abused child, whether or not he or she has counselling, takes what 
has happened to him or her to the grave.  Education for some of these children becomes a nightmare.  It is a well-
known fact that schools can be a place of refuge.  However, when children are self-loathing and have a terrible 
home life, how can they learn?  That is very simplistic.  The government has said that its centrepiece is education 
and training and that it will introduce a bill to raise the school leaving age.  From 2006 all 16-year-olds, and from 
2008 all 17-year-olds, will be in school or in training.  This is very commendable, because some 8 500 kids 
between the ages of 15 and 17 are not engaged in any form of training or schooling at present.  Hon Ljiljanna 
Ravlich would well know that.  I have just said “commendable”, but I wonder whether the resources that will be 
needed in many country towns will be provided.   

In the city there are all manner of educational facilities.  Young adults or teenagers can work part time, or go to 
school or TAFE part time and work, and there are pre-apprenticeships in every trade imaginable.  However, in 
country towns it is different.  How will the kids who live in, say, Derby or Kununurra, or even in parts of the 
south west such as Walpole or Jerramungup, or wheatbelt communities, benefit?  Many of the schools go to year 
10, and then the children are bussed to other high schools around the districts to complete years 11 and 12.  
Alternatively, the children stop their schooling at year 10.  I want the country areas to enjoy the same educational 
opportunities that our city counterparts enjoy now.  Will this government put appropriate vocational training 
programs in all small country towns?  I do not think it will.  The money will just not be there to do what needs to 
be done.  Will TAFE centres be given the infrastructure needed to cope with the demand?  Many kids do not like 
school, and I am rather concerned about compelling them to stay at school until a certain age, especially in 
smaller communities where training may not be available or may be very limited.  There may be training for 
childcare workers or mechanics, but that is it.  It could be limited to those two subjects.  That is just an example.  
I taught in the TAFE system, and I am aware that when TAFE centres are attached to schools, the success rate is 
higher.  Manjimup is one such centre in which this occurs, but it will require more buildings, more teachers, 
more courses and more choices for kids, as will every other centre in which this occurs.  Manjimup Senior High 
School is a feeder school for my home town of Bridgetown, and also for Pemberton, Northcliffe and Nannup.  It 
is an excellent academic school.  However, to be a proper vocational school, it will need many more resources.  
That is fine if we are looking at regional centres such as Manjimup, Bunbury, Mandurah and Albany, but many 
small communities are in between.  As I said before, all the education can be available, but if a child is self-
loathing and does not have a nice home life, he or she will not want to learn.  Therefore, it is not as easy or 
simplistic as raising the school leaving age.   
I note that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich has said that this government plans to improve reading, writing and 
mathematical performance to promote academic excellence and to improve student behaviour and discipline.  
That is a motherhood statement if ever I have heard one.  Many more resources need to be put in at the beginning 
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of a child’s school life, not when he or she reaches the teenage years.  It is too late by then.  How can student 
behaviour and discipline be improved at 13 years of age and above?  It must start early.  However, I wish the 
Minister for Education and Training well.  I never had an opportunity to congratulate her on becoming education 
minister, and I do so now.   
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Thank you. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I know that we will hear from the minister a lot, if today is anything to go by.   
At present in Kununurra young children are roaming the streets at night and committing offences.  These are 
mostly Aboriginal children.  The President of the Shire of Wyndham-East Kimberley, Mrs Barbara Johnson, 
organised a building for after-school care.  Rotary painted this building, and she asked for funding from the state 
government so that she could employ an after-school carer.  Funding was provided, but it was absolutely dragged 
out of the government after many pleas from the community of Kununurra.  An amount of $700 000 was 
provided.  However, the problem continues, and I believe that the Department for Community Development puts 
it all in the too-hard basket.  I will deal with some of the investigations I have been undertaking.  It is said that on 
any given day dozens of people are in the park gambling and drinking.  Kids are not in school, and little tots run 
onto the road.  A skate park was built in the town for $75 000, but it is not used because the park has been taken 
over.  There is garbage and empty drink containers, and people urinate in the park.  Therefore, no-one lets their 
children go to the park because it is being used in this way.  People tell me that officers in the Department for 
Community Development cannot be found before 9.00 am or after 4.00 pm, particularly on Fridays.  The 
situation is bad at this time of the year because Aboriginal people come in from outlying communities during the 
wet and they are isolated by rains and bad roads.  For a few months at a time they do not have any fixed abode.  
Four shires are facing this problem.  The 24-hour phone line should be manned so that someone can make 
contact after hours with an officer from DCD in the relevant Kimberley town.  That is the point at which the 
system seems to be falling down.  I have been told that the process used to determine whether a child is at risk is 
a joke.  Although DCD owns a group home that caters for about eight children, no-one can be found to authorise 
a child’s admittance.  Problems are occurring in that area.   
I thought that the Gordon inquiry, containing 197 recommendations, which reported in July 2002, almost three 
years ago, would provide answers to all the ills.  Obviously it does not.  
Hon Peter Foss interjected.   
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Hon Peter Foss is right; it was a very good report.  If these problems are 
occurring every day, that indicates that nothing much has been done.  A lot of rhetoric has been heard, and the 
government has said that it has increased staff numbers and improved support between the Department of 
Housing and Works, DCD, police and justice.  However, that cannot have occurred.  What has changed in three 
years if little tots are playing on the roads, people are drinking and gambling in the park during the day, children 
are not at school and the authorities are not worried about that?  Absolutely nothing.  That gives me cause for 
great concern.  I do not care where the kids come from or what is their race.  DCD and the government have a 
responsibility to all those children to do something.  
I have re-examined the 197 recommendations to remind myself of them.  I will read the following 
recommendations - 

30. The Inquiry finds that there is inadequate provision of ongoing intervention of services for 
children and families.  The Inquiry finds that there needs to be greater coordination and clarity 
between the Department for Community Development and the Department of Health for the 
responsibility of providing therapeutic and counselling services.  

The problem is not only with the Department of Health but also all departments.  To continue - 

31. The Inquiry endorses the creation of programs by the Department for Community 
Development, which identify families, and communities who exhibit ‘risk’ factors and 
provision of services to those identified families and communities.  

I have identified one community and nothing has been done.  Many other communities need services and 
nothing has been done.   

To continue -  
32. The Inquiry endorses the Department for Community Development’s use of alternative 

methods in working with families with young children who exhibit ‘at risk’ behaviours. 
I suggest that little tots playing on the roads are an indication of at-risk behaviours.  They are not sexual at-risk 
behaviours but they are at risk and something needs to be done.  To continue - 

33. The Inquiry finds that a significant number of Aboriginal women are unable to access family 
and domestic violence services in the regional and remote areas.  
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34. The Inquiry endorses, in principle, the design of ‘developmental community process’ that is in 
response to violence against women and children . . .   

I am referring to violence against women and children because if men and women are drinking and gambling in 
a park and kids are not being looked after, violence will occur.  I have some photographs of particular violence 
occurring due to drinking and gambling in broad daylight.  To continue - 

36. The Inquiry endorses the concept of the Kimberley Aboriginal Family Violence Community 
Education Project, which addresses family violence in the region.  The Inquiry recommends 
that education initiatives addressing family violence be continued and expanded statewide.  

If children are in the park with their parents and not at school, why are truant officers not in Kununurra?   
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  I don’t know that they aren’t there.  
Hon Norman Moore:  I don’t know whether there are many across the whole state.  
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Three truant officers or whatever - we do not have many. 
Hon Norman Moore:  I am being facetious. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Hon Norman Moore is being facetious.  I will refer to the three. 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 
Hon Norman Moore interjected.  
The PRESIDENT:  Order!   
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I am not game to interrupt the interjectors, Mr President. 
The PRESIDENT:  I thank the Leader of the House and the minister for their assistance with Hon Robyn 
McSweeney’s speech, but now we will listen to Hon Robyn McSweeney.  
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Thank you, Mr President.  It seems to me that we need some truant officers or 
Aboriginal liaison officers to get these children back to school.  However, I reiterate my point that, if they do not 
want to go to school, we must look at alternative ways of attracting them to school.  That is Hon Ljiljanna 
Ravlich’s department.  Recommendation 38 reads - 

The Inquiry endorses the increase in the funding allocated to the Department for Community 
Development to increase counselling, treatment and support services to Aboriginal people in both 
metropolitan and country areas.  The Inquiry finds that there should be more clarity in the coordination 
of counselling, treatment and support services delivered to Aboriginal people by the various 
departments and a lead agency be identified for the delivery of service.  

It appears that a lead agency is not in the Kimberley to provide that support.  I hope that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich 
or Hon Sue Ellery will take up this matter with the Minister for Community Development because many people 
in Kununurra are very concerned at present.  

Hon Sue Ellery:  I was not listening to your speech but I will read the Hansard. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Thank you.   

Hon Norman Moore:  It is not just Kununurra; it is every town in my electorate.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  If you were so concerned, you would make the odd visit.  That would be a good idea.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I have been there with Hon Norman Moore, who visits his electorate a great 
deal more than Hon Tom Stephens visited his electorate when he was a member of this house.  
Hon Bruce Donaldson interjected.   
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Exactly.  Recommendation 159 reads - 

The Inquiry finds that the departments face particular challenges in responding to abuse or neglect of 
Aboriginal children.  The recognition of past inappropriate actions by government departments has 
made workers very sensitive and in some cases fearful of doing further damage rather than improving 
conditions for children.  

I think perhaps a little bit of that is creeping in.  As I said previously, I worked for the Department of Family and 
Children’s Services and, given the number of staff changes, staff do not have continuity with cases.  Each 
caseworker who comes on board starts from scratch.  Workers must read a lot of notes and they are taught to 
write copious notes about people.  Some people are trained to do that and others are not trained properly to do it.  
New caseworkers can find things very confusing.  The child should be considered first and foremost.  
Despite this very large Gordon report, I am telling the minister about the continuing problems.  It seems to me 
that, in those communities, government agencies do not care whether people are left to sleep in the park, or 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 5 April 2005] 

 p236b-241a 
Hon Robyn McSweeney; President 

 [4] 

whether children are playing on the roads or not going to school.  I will keep talking about it until something is 
done.  
The government has indicated that it will introduce the option of parents entering into voluntary, responsible 
parenting agreements.  Parents will be able to attend specialised parenting classes and be provided with 
mentoring and counselling to ensure they gain the skills necessary to manage their children’s behaviour.  As a 
person who is very practised in this field, I cannot see how that proposal will work among the Aboriginal 
community. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm  
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Before the dinner break, I said that the government was going to introduce the 
option of parents entering into voluntary, responsible parenting agreements.  Parents will be provided with 
specialist parenting classes, mentoring and counselling to ensure that they gain the skills necessary to manage 
their children’s behaviour.  The Department for Community Development is already under immense pressure, 
especially with the demand for services from psychologists, social workers and welfare officers.  Therefore, who 
will do all this work?  Will the juvenile justice teams deal with it?  They are also under immense pressure.  It is 
all very well for the government to say that it will introduce this legislation, but I do not think it will follow 
through with it.   
I cannot see how this legislation will work within the Aboriginal community.  I might be politically incorrect 
when I say this, but I have visited Aboriginal communities and it is no secret that alcohol is the root of all the 
anti-social behaviour found within them.  It is a major cause of the problem, and the Gordon report says exactly 
the same thing.  Parenting classes need to start at the beginning of childhood, and not when the problems arise.  
When I was working for the Department for Community Development, we used to teach the step-parenting 
course, which is a really good course.  A lot of parents used to attend the course and they got a lot of benefit out 
of it.  However, it is best that parents attend the course before the problems arise, and to be proactive rather than 
reactive.   
The introduction of new parental responsibility legislation will allow participating agencies to apply to the 
Children’s Court for a responsible parents order.  This will be done when a parent refuses assistance or fails to 
comply with an agreement, and parents who breach that order will be liable for a fine of up to $2 000.  However, 
I make it clear that it is not only some Aboriginal parents who do not take responsibility for their children; this is 
an across-the-board problem.  It will be very hard to put this legislation into practice.  Where are the parents who 
are on welfare and having trouble with their children - not all parents on welfare have trouble with their children 
but there are a number of them out there - going to get that $2 000 from?  This is a motherhood statement, and it 
is rather stupid because it will not do anything; it will only make the community feel like this government is 
doing something.  What is this government doing?  I cannot see what it is doing.  I know that it is doing a lot of 
wrong and that it needs to start doing a few things right.  Children are not born with anti-social problems; they 
become that way through experiencing long-term, entrenched problems at home, which I will not go into at 
length.  One of those problems is poverty, and all that poverty brings with it.  Having worked among many 
families who live in the vicious cycle of poverty, I have reservations about whether an agreement would be kept.  
What is the point in having an agreement when we know that it will not be kept, and the vicious cycle starts all 
over again.  We must put other things in place apart from a $2 000 fine.  Fining people will not solve anything; it 
only sends people further into debt with no way of ever paying back that money.  Is it fair to fine somebody who 
comes from the middle classes $2 000, and who will front up with that money, as opposed to somebody who 
never will and will just end up in that vicious cycle?  In my humble opinion, it will be a useless piece of 
legislation.    

When I was on the state juvenile justice board, we knew exactly how many families had multiple agencies 
working with them.  That was a long time ago, and I suggest that today the government would be able to find out 
the same information.  It is not a hard thing to find out.  When I was on the board, around 200 families really 
needed intense work by multiple agencies.  We had access to research that could predict before a baby was born 
whether it would end up in the criminal system, and that research was widely known about.  Now we even know 
what resources should be provided to which families to prevent a child from growing up and becoming a 
criminal, but do we utilise that information?  No, we seem to be spending money on children during their 
teenage years rather than on a preventive approach, and we cannot continue to do that.  It has been not only this 
government, but also previous governments that have taken that approach.  It comes down to knowing where to 
invest the resources when a family has multiple problems.  Do we put those resources into the parents or the 
children?  Do we put them into education or health?  It takes an enormous amount of money to keep some 
families on track.  Unfortunately, we do not have an endless bucket of money that we can dole out.   

Legislation such as this is virtually meaningless, so why have it?  As I said before, it may be of benefit to 
middle-of-the-road Western Australians whose children come to the attention of the authorities.  Perhaps those 
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parents might need a little bit of help with their children and can go to parenting classes and receive mentoring 
and counselling.  However, that would only happen in a small number of cases.  This does not happen across the 
board, and certainly not within the Aboriginal community.  The Gordon report says that we must look at 
different ways of doing things.   

Earlier, I referred to caseworkers, and if they were to read my speech they might think that I am having a go at 
them, but I am not.  Caseworkers do change, and they have a very difficult path to follow.  They have to 
determine whether parents or children are telling the truth.  They have to work across an enormous range of 
areas, and some carry too many cases to have a chance of working out the root of a child’s problem.  Most of the 
caseworkers with whom I worked did a really good job under the circumstances.  However, we always got the 
ones who we thought should not be working there, which is the case in all professions.   

The marginalised in our society will not benefit from this legislation for the reasons I have outlined.  Knowing 
how this department works, I will make sure that the minister is aware of any problems that I come across.  I am 
sure that many places in Western Australia would benefit from knowing that. 

I thank Barbara Johnson, the President of the Shire of Wyndham-East Kimberley who is about to retire and who 
has done a wonderful job up there. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Is she going to retire? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, she is about to retire from the council.  She has worked very hard up there 
to make all the communities work together.  I think she has thrown her hands up in despair because she wants to 
do something and she has been blocked at a government level.  We really need to take a look at that situation, 
not only in Kununurra but everywhere.  Interagencies working together and cooperating have been ongoing 
problems for many years when changes are made to the areas in which staff at the top-level work.  That is a 
difficulty. 

I will change the subject and get back to talking about my home town.  There is a real problem in Bridgetown; 
that is, a traffic nightmare.  The impact of closing the railway line between Manjimup and Bunbury has meant 
that a company will continue to use at least 72 road trains every day to transport its products.  WA Plantation 
Resources Pty Ltd previously used the 150-kilometre stretch of railway line between Manjimup and Bunbury to 
the port.  The government saw fit to close that railway line.  It is hoped that half the railway line between 
Greenbushes and Bunbury will be reopened by the end of the year under a $20 million upgrade deal between the 
state government, WAPRES and the rail operator Westnet Rail Pty Ltd.  However, that deal is dependent on a 
proposed $12 million improvement to the woodchip mill at the Bunbury port, which also has its difficulties.  The 
regional manager of Main Roads said that the operation of big trucks on the South Western Highway had 
increased by up to 75 per cent in six months, with between 2 000 and 4 500 vehicles travelling between 
Bridgetown and Bunbury each day. 

I do not know whether members have visited Bridgetown, but I can tell them that the South Western Highway 
goes right through the main street, as it does in Donnybrook, Balingup and other towns.  A 75 per cent increase 
in heavy trucks is very dangerous.  A heavy haulage bypass has been on the drawing board for the past 25 years 
and it is at the stage of having six options.  I believe that the council chose the third option, which is 
unsatisfactory, but I guess is the best of the six options.  I hope that the government will treat the Bridgetown 
bypass as a priority, because with that number of trucks on the road going through the town something must 
happen now, not in another 25 years when it will be too late. 

Another issue is Western Australia’s $8 million farming disaster, about which Hon Bill Stretch said a few words 
today in question time.  I was listening to ABC radio at the height of the storm, which reported that the storm 
had dropped 700 cubic metres of rain per second into the Kalgan River and 28 gigalitres into the harbour.  That 
is a huge amount of water and it is no wonder that all the roads were closed.  That was just disastrous.  I came to 
Bridgetown from Perth and was thinking about going across to Albany.  When I turned on the ABC I decided not 
to go to Albany; firstly, I could not get through to Albany, as the roads from Boyup to Kojonup and Kojonup to 
Cranbrook were closed.  What is the one in between?  
Hon Bruce Donaldson:  Tambellup? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  No, Broomehill is on the other side.  Albany was fairly flooded as well, and 
everything was very low out the back of Frankland.  Dom Della, who was on the potato industry board - I do not 
know whether the minister knows Don - said that it was like sheet glass.  He could not see anything, not even 
where the roads were, as the rain came down that fast.  It is no wonder that the potato industry is suffering; it has 
lost a lot of money, as have those who grow olives and the winery there.  Hon Bill Stretch told me that he had to 
go home on Sunday to shoot his son’s sheep.  His son had 2 500 sheep; that was just on one farm.  That is 
probably a conservative estimate.  It has been said that there were 100 000 dead sheep among $8 million-worth 
of crop and stock losses.  That is a very high loss.  Potato growers were dealt a major blow with 70 per cent of 
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the region’s annual production wiped out.  It is no wonder it was wiped out with 700 cubic metres of rain per 
second dropping on the ground.   
I have been diverse in my speech.  I have talked about community development.  I have talked about my disgust 
at the impending release to England of the paedophile Robert Excell, which release I was glad was blocked.  I 
am not too sure whether his release will continue to be blocked; therefore, I continue to repeat that this monster 
cannot be allowed to roam around children for the rest of his natural life.  I have spoken about the disaster in 
Kununurra with little Aboriginal children running onto roads, not going to school and their parents gambling and 
taking over the main park in town.  I want something to be done about that disaster.  I have talked about the 
Department for Community Development in general and I have just mentioned the road crisis, because of the 
railway line closure in Bridgetown, and the $8 million farming disaster.  There are many more issues in the south 
west and the great southern about which I could talk.  As members know, my home is in Bridgetown and my 
office is in Albany.  Therefore, I see a diverse range of industries and people.  I look forward to the next four 
years as the shadow spokesperson for community development. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson. 
 


