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IMMUNISATION RATES 
Motion 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [11.37 am] — without notice: I move — 
That the Legislative Council — 

(a) notes that 10 400 Western Australian children aged five years and under have not 
been immunised; and 

(b) notes the reasons why parents may not be immunising their children. 
On 18 February I read in The West Australian that 10 400 children in Western Australia were not immunised. 
A snapshot released by the National Health Performance Authority showed very low immunisation rates across 
Western Australia. The rates were recorded for children of one, two and five years of age. They were lower in 
the metropolitan area than in the country areas. I did not know that the national target for immunisation is 
95 per cent. That is the rate required to stop a measles outbreak. I always thought that it sat around 
80 or  85 per cent, but it does not. Throughout Australia, 84 571 children have not been immunised. 
Immunisation rates were particularly low for Aboriginal children in Perth’s southern suburbs. The Perth southern 
area recorded a 75.2 per cent vaccination rate for one-year-olds, and 86.5 per cent for children aged five—the 
lowest of the 31 primary health network areas nationwide. Perth north was the second lowest, while country 
Western Australia was ranked at number 14. 
The results for Aboriginal children in the city should be a wake-up call for services to be more accessible. I read 
about immunisation being offered at check-ups and the establishment of a clinic at the new Perth Children’s 
Hospital. That is fine, but immunisation is something that can be taken out into the community. It should not 
mean that people have to come into a hospital to get immunisation. It can be done anywhere, easily and very 
effectively. Some areas, such as Margaret River and around Fremantle, have low rates, probably because of 
a number of vaccine-hesitant parents. That is the second part of my motion, so I will certainly come back to that. 
I will go through some of the areas, because it seems to me that it is the two-year-olds who are not being 
immunised. In Armadale, 147 one-year-olds, 173 two-year-olds and 97 five-year-olds were not immunised. In 
Augusta–Margaret River and Busselton, 77 one-year-olds, 106 two-year-olds and 112 five-year-olds were not 
immunised. In Belmont–Victoria Park, 105 one-year-olds, 154 two-year-olds and 108 five-year-olds were not 
immunised. I think those figures are very interesting, given that young mothers and mothers with babies are told 
to immunise their children. I wonder whether we are doing the same thing for the two-year-olds. Perhaps we 
need to ramp that up a bit, and I will get onto the commonwealth government’s no jab, no pay requirements later, 
because I think that will probably make a difference. 
In Canning, 141 one-year-olds, 173 two-year-olds and 142 five-year-olds were not immunised. Even in Cottesloe 
and Claremont there are some non-immunisation figures. I say “even” because obviously there is a higher 
demographic of people who are more educated and aware of immunisation, but having said that, there are many 
people who are educated and aware who will not immunise their children. In that area there are 57 one-year-olds, 
108 two-year-olds and 91 five-year-olds who have not been immunised. Esperance seems to be very good, with 
only 10 one-year-olds, 18 two-year-olds and 15 five-year-olds who have not been immunised. Stirling was 
a worry for me. It has a lot of new Australians coming in to that area, and we try to talk about and promote 
immunisation, but perhaps the message is not getting through. In Stirling, 225 one-year-olds, 352 two-year-olds 
and 259 five-year-olds are not immunised. That is a higher demographic, and I think there are reasons for that. 
We can put all the information we like in front of people, but if their culture is to not be aware of immunisation, 
it is very hard to get those people involved. Once again, that is where the no jab, no pay requirement will help. 
The figures for Swan are quite high also, with 149 one-year-olds, 237 two-year-olds and 166 five-year-olds not 
immunised. 
In my lifetime—I am 58—I have never seen polio. I am very young! 
Hon Darren West: You don’t look 58! 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Thank you, Hon Darren West! Are you going to say I look 90? That could really 
offend me! 
I have never seen polio in my lifetime, but I had a teacher when I was nine years old who had had polio. He had 
one leg that was shorter than the other and he used to wear a big steel brace on it. Younger people would not 
have ever come across polio and a lot of them would never have come across measles or, indeed, chickenpox, 
because they are vaccinated against those. Some of them would perhaps not realise how dangerous they are. 
One of my children had chickenpox when she was younger and she was very, very ill with it. It is not the normal, 
run-of-the-mill childhood illness that people seem to think it is. It can be very dangerous. I also have 
a 10-month-old grandson who is clearly the delight of his nanny’s life, and I was not allowed to pick him up 
until we had all been vaccinated for whooping cough, much to my husband’s disgust! I had to drag him along to 
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get a whooping cough injection, but that was what she specified, and that is what we all did. Everybody around 
her, including her friends, were sent off to get a whooping cough jab, otherwise they could not see 
Cooper Joseph, which I thought was interesting, but our babies are so precious, so we did not mind. 
From 1 January 2016, only parents of children under 20 years of age who are fully immunised or are on 
a recognised catch-up schedule can receive the child care benefit, the child care rebate and the family tax benefit 
part A end-of-year supplement. The relevant vaccinations are those under the national immunisation program, 
which covers the vaccines usually administered before the age of five. These vaccinations must be recorded on 
the Australian Childhood Immunisation Register. Children with medical contraindications or natural immunity 
for certain diseases will continue to be exempt from the requirements. Conscientious objection and vaccination 
objection on non-medical grounds will no longer be a valid exemption from immunisation requirements. 
Families eligible to receive family assistance payments that have children under 20 years of age who may not 
meet the new immunisation requirements will be notified by Centrelink. That is an expansion from 
1 January 2016. I have heard people say that this arrangement absolutely forces people to get vaccinations but, as 
my good friend Hon Donna Faragher—who has two absolutely beautiful children of her own—has said to me, 
the government is not forcing anyone; it is just saying that if people do not immunise, they will not get their 
benefits. In other words, I guess it is forcing by stealth. 
There are people in the community who violently object to immunisation. I have a very good Liberal supporter 
friend who lives in Pemberton and he swears black and blue that children should not be immunised and he 
recommends that people do not get immunised. I certainly do not have that view, but as politicians we 
sometimes stand up in this place and put forward other people’s views. I do not know why he is so adamant in 
his opposition to vaccinations. Most people are supportive but there have reportedly been side effects from the 
measles vaccine such as seizures, fever, a temporary tendency to bruise easily, severe allergic reactions and 
encephalitis. People sometimes get very scared. For example, the rotavirus vaccine, RotaShield, was withdrawn 
from the market after it was found to increase a rare bowel obstruction in infants. It was originally licensed in 
1998 in the US. Although immunisation can cause side effects such as fevers, allergic reactions, pain or swelling, 
they are rare and less severe than catching the disease itself, which can result in death. 
I get back to the point that people have not seen these diseases in Australia, although they do in Third World 
countries. Most parents are well educated enough to vaccinate their children, but as I have said before, there are 
some who are very well educated but will not vaccinate their children. Most parents believe that the benefits far 
outweigh those risks and that having high levels of immunisation means that the community at large will be 
protected. Some parents worry that multiple vaccines can weaken their child’s immune system, especially 
combination vaccines such as the measles, mumps, rubella and varicella vaccine. Some people say that 
vaccination is against their religion; I wonder where that is coming from? I do not know enough to say which 
religions do not agree with vaccinations. The big argument in the community over the last 10 years that I have 
heard is that vaccinations cause autism. A study was done in 1998 and originally published in The Lancet, but 
peer review studies have since concluded that there is no link between the MMR vaccine and autism. Ten of the 
13 authors published a statement saying that their 1998 study did not provide sufficient evidence and The Lancet 
retracted the original study. If young parents are being told that vaccinations could cause autism, they will 
become very alarmed if they do not also read that that study has been discredited. In our schools there are just 
over 3 000 children with autism, and that number has doubled since 2009, so autism is prevalent in our 
community, but there are certainly no studies that link vaccinations with autism. I suggest to parents who do not 
vaccinate their children to look at the risks to the wider community. I come back to what Hon Donna Faragher 
said: we are not forcing people to vaccinate. 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [11.53 am]: I rise to make a few 
comments in support of the motion on childhood immunisation. Others in the house and I have spoken on this 
subject before. It is certainly the case that polio and smallpox, for example, have been eradicated in Australia due 
to the success of the national childhood vaccination program, but our capacity to eradicate vaccine-preventable 
conditions such as measles and whooping cough—we saw a tragic incident of that in the last couple of years—is 
severely compromised if vaccination rates are not high enough to provide herd immunity, which requires 
95 per cent coverage. It was pleasing to see some media coverage at the beginning of February about the 
improvements in vaccination rates in Western Australia. I think the rate among five-year-olds is now something 
like 90.3 per cent. The rates are improving and it is good to see, but if we want changes to be effective, the rates 
need to be 95 per cent, and we are not there yet. 

Over the last decade Western Australia has had low rates of childhood immunisation and has constantly wavered 
between having the worst or the second worst immunisation rate in the nation. Although the increase that was 
reported earlier this month is good, we are coming off a lower base than the other states and we need to bear that 
in mind. Some people say that we are coming off a lower base because we have lots of rural and remote 
communities and that there must be a problem there. In fact, and Hon Robyn McSweeney touched on this, some 
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of the worst areas for immunisation are around Fremantle and the western suburbs, where people are being 
frightened off by the anti-vaccination movement, which unfortunately is now a movement. There are some 
people—Hon Robyn McSweeney referred to an acquaintance of hers—I know, very smart people, who from 
time to time invade my Facebook page with their anti-vaccination views. These are smart, well-educated people, 
but who have accepted the completely unscientific notion that they know better than the researchers and the 
scientists. Their argument always is that as a parent they have a right to make a decision about their child. The 
problem is that those people are not making that decision just about their child, they are making it about 
everybody else’s child, and we really need to concentrate on that. 

Most recently, for example, in Victoria, there was an outbreak of measles around Fitzroy and Brunswick, which 
have not dissimilar populations to Fremantle. A bunch of people who are very committed to living a socially 
progressive way of life, to healthy eating and healthy lifestyles, think that vaccinations are a threat to their 
healthy lifestyles. We have seen in one of the most sophisticated cities in the country an outbreak of measles, 
which really should not be occurring in this day and age. We would not want to find ourselves in the same 
position in which people in parts of Freo and parts of the western suburbs around Swanbourne and Cottesloe, 
where the rates are low, think that they are making an informed decision but are putting the rest of the population 
at risk as a result. 

Hon Michael Mischin: They forget how bad polio was in the 1950s and 60s. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Indeed. In fact, while my mum was in Shenton Park after she first had her accident, Paul, 
whose last name I cannot remember, lived there in an iron lung. He did fantastic artwork and he had lived there 
basically his entire life. I saw the most modern version of an iron lung. Of course, back in the 1950s and the 
1960s—if anyone here was born in the early 1960s; it may or may not have been me—polio was a threat to 
people. 

Hon Helen Morton: That is young. 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Indeed, it is very young. I am astonished that there can be an outbreak of measles or the 
death of poor Riley from whooping cough, which we know is entirely preventable. We are still five per cent off 
where we need to be to have herd immunity. 

I thank the member for raising this issue. It is an important one that we need to keep talking about, but we need 
to face front on those people who think that they know better than the scientists and the researchers. 

Visitors — West Byford Primary School 
THE DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Adele Farina): I take this opportunity to welcome the students from 
West Byford Primary School to the Legislative Council. I hope you find your visit to the Parliament of 
Western Australia informative and interesting. 

Debate Resumed 

HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [11.58 am]: I also welcome 
the students to the Legislative Council. They are part of the East Metropolitan Region, which I am very pleased 
to represent in this house. 

I also rise to support the motion moved by Hon Robyn McSweeney. Members would know that I have spoken 
about this issue on many occasions since I have been in this place. It is important that the house continues to 
raise awareness of the importance of immunisation and the importance of the national immunisation program 
that has been in place in Australia for a number of years. 

As has already been outlined by Hon Robyn McSweeney and Hon Sue Ellery, the overwhelming evidence tells 
us that a strong universal vaccination program is critical to people’s health and wellbeing. Our national 
immunisation program has greatly reduced the extent of infectious diseases and continues to protect our 
community from serious outbreaks of potentially life-threatening diseases, such as—these have been mentioned 
by others already—polio, measles, rubella and meningitis. 

I understand that since 1986 we have been able to significantly expand the number of vaccines available against 
certain diseases. They now cover 16 vaccine-preventable diseases, compared with only six in 1986. The simple 
fact is that the vast majority of Australians support our universal vaccination program. I, like other members in 
this place, was certainly pleased to see the recent articles that have shown that the level of vaccination rates in 
Western Australia has improved over the past year—that is a very good thing. However, the truth is—
Hon Sue Ellery certainly mentioned this—that we are still coming off a lower base. In terms of vaccination rates, 
obviously 100 per cent would be great but there are reasons why we will never get to that figure. The most 
important figure to get to, therefore, is 95 per cent. We lag behind the national average in a couple of the key age 
groups, and Hon Robyn McSweeney alluded to that in her contribution. There are a number of reasons for this. 
Of course, some people cannot be vaccinated for medical reasons. That is understood and certainly accepted. 
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I also understand that at times, albeit rarely, people can have side effects from being vaccinated for certain 
diseases. That is something that at times people will not be aware of until such time as they are vaccinated. To 
have a serious complication is terrible, and everyone would agree with that. However, the overwhelming 
evidence again suggests that that is rare. It is up to all of us, particularly the parents of young children, to 
therefore ensure that our children are immunised. People can talk about the importance of education, providing 
greater opportunities for vaccination, reminders and recall systems and all those sorts of things. They are 
incredibly important, but at the end of the day it is the parent’s responsibility to ensure that their child is 
vaccinated. 

As a mother of two young children, the key time lines for when they needed to be vaccinated were very clear to 
me from the moment they were born. People can have all these reminders but, ultimately, it is the parent’s 
responsibility to make sure that their child has their vaccinations when they are supposed to have them. The 
reality is that if we do not have a strong universal program, we can have outbreaks such as those already outlined 
by Hon Sue Ellery and Hon Robyn McSweeney. Tragically, and perhaps it is rare, sometimes people die from 
a preventable disease. We all know the case, perhaps, most recently of baby boy Riley Hughes who died as 
a result of complications from contracting whooping cough last year. I want to recognise his mother for her very 
strong advocacy in this area under the very difficult circumstances of losing a child. She is such a strong 
advocate for the importance of immunisation and encouraging expectant mothers to have the whooping cough 
vaccination in the third trimester of their pregnancy. 

Hon Kate Doust: And also the families who welcome that child. 

Hon DONNA FARAGHER: Correct. 

Hon Sue Ellery: She is going to be a grandmother. Did you know that? 

Hon DONNA FARAGHER: Are you going to be a grandmother? That is exciting news. Congratulations. 

Hon Kate Doust: Yes. It is about time to get my whooping cough booster. 

Hon DONNA FARAGHER: Very good; congratulations to you. That is very exciting. 

Here, though, we have a situation in which a very preventable disease, whooping cough, has led to the death of 
a little boy, and he is not the only one. Members have also talked about polio. We have essentially been polio 
free in Australia. Hon Robyn McSweeney is right. Perhaps it is easy for us to become a little complacent when 
we do not see outbreaks of what we have seen and heard of in the past. She mentioned chickenpox. People will 
say that when kids get chickenpox, they often recover after two weeks and that is the end of the story. That might 
well be the case, but particularly for adults and children who might have a weak immune system, there can be 
some serious complications that can last a lifetime. I just had a quick look at some of those complications, that 
include scarring, pneumonia, encephalitis, bleeding disorders, shingles, and death in rare cases. They are just 
a few examples. The simple fact is that we in Australia have access to readily available, safe and effective 
vaccines. Children should be vaccinated for the health of not only themselves, but also the wider community. Let 
us not continue to see people die or have serious medical complications, however rare they may be, as a result of 
contracting preventable diseases, particularly those for which vaccines are available to ensure that they do not 
happen in the first place. 

As I said, at the end of the day it is the responsibility of parents to ensure that their children are vaccinated. 
I recognise that some people in the community will vehemently object to what I and other members have already 
said today in this house. I understand their views but I do not accept them. As has already been mentioned, a lot 
of the fear and anxiety about this is a result of misconceptions and misunderstandings. Certainly 
Hon Robyn McSweeney referred to the work done on the supposed link between autism and vaccinations. I am 
certainly aware of that but, as Hon Robyn McSweeney mentioned, that theory was clearly debunked. However, it 
is still out there and on the internet. There are a range of other reasons why a child should be vaccinated. The 
most important reason is that I do not want to see—no-one wants to see it—children or anybody in society have 
a serious complication or, in that terrible situation, die as a result of a preventable disease. Thank you. 

HON ALYSSA HAYDEN (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [12.08 pm]: I rise to congratulate 
Hon Robyn McSweeney for bringing this important message into the chamber today. It is a message that we 
need to continue to get out amongst the community, and I thank her for that. When I spoke to the 
Minister for Health and said that this was coming up for debate today, he was pleased and also wanted to thank 
Hon Robyn McSweeney for again raising this issue. I know we have discussed this matter before in this chamber 
and, hopefully, it will be something that we continue to discuss until we in Western Australia get above the 
national average. As Hon Sue Ellery and the other speakers mentioned, we are below the national average. It 
never ceases to amaze me why mothers do not want to take every precaution possible to safeguard their babies 
and children. There are a few new mums in my extended family at the moment—I am about to be a step-
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grandmother in a few weeks for a second time. I am too young to be a grandmother in my own right, but to be 
a step-grandmother for a second time is quite exciting. I take this opportunity to congratulate Hon Kate Doust on 
the arrival of her grandchild coming very soon. All the new mums have access to Facebook, media and social 
media and they are on it 24/7—when breastfeeding and all hours of the morning. They are on Facebook and 
social media, talking live to their friends and other people in the same situation. Unfortunately and sadly, there is 
a group that is quite vocal and is trying to threaten our new mums with negativity about being vaccinated. Our 
new mums are very vulnerable. For the first time they are being put in charge of another life and because we 
have access to so much new technology, sometimes they may be too overeducated and read too many articles 
that conflict and confuse. We need to try to ensure that other people are not influencing them in a negative way. 
We need to remind ourselves that we live in a First World country. According to the World Health Organization, 
vaccination is second only to clean water as the public health intervention that has the greatest impact globally. 
We are lucky that we live in a First World country and have clean water, a fantastic health system and a healthy 
way of living. However, we should not forget the vital need for vaccination to protect our community as a whole. 
If this state had an outbreak of an infectious disease, it would have a major impact on our health system, let alone 
on our personal health. Our health system might not have had to deal with that outbreak if people had been 
properly vaccinated and protected from that disease. I do not understand why people would want to put their 
children, family and the community they live in at risk by not taking advantage of modern technology, of living 
in a First World country and protecting their children,  family and the community at large through vaccination. 
One of the big issues for new mums is that when their children go to playgroup, child care or school there are 
children who are not vaccinated. Some parents will choose not to set up a play date with Johnny because his 
mum has made it well known that their family do not vaccinate, and to set up a play date with Tim instead. That 
may have a subtle and unconscious social impact on those children. As I have said, our mums communicate and 
are well linked to one another via Facebook and social media. They know which of the children in their child’s 
playgroup or school are not vaccinated. I would hate to think, and I do not want to put it out there in fear that it 
would be spread, that this could be our new form of bullying. We do not want children who have not been 
vaccinated to be excluded because not only will that be a medical issue for the child, but also it will have a social 
impact on that child down the track. 
I turn now to the role of government. The Western Australian state government is responsible for vaccine 
acquisition and distribution. The commonwealth government is responsible for the national immunisation agenda 
through the development of policies and programs. The Western Australian government has introduced several 
initiatives to increase the immunisation rate and better protect the community. It has introduced free 
whooping cough vaccination for women in the third trimester of pregnancy. It has conducted a major campaign 
to encourage pregnant women to vaccinate against influenza and whooping cough, with the aim of increasing to 
75 per cent the proportion of pregnant women who are vaccinated. The whooping cough vaccination protects not 
only babies in the first few months of their lives, but also their mothers. The government has also introduced 
legislation to permit pharmacies to administer the influenza vaccination, thus making it more convenient for 
Western Australians to receive vaccination, and also, I think very importantly, to permit midwives to administer 
influenza and whooping cough vaccinations. There are many ways in which we can spread the word about the 
need to vaccinate. At a community level, we all need to take responsibility to make sure we protect our children, 
our future generations, and the community at large. I would like to thank Hon Robyn McSweeney for bringing 
this motion to the chamber today. 
HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [12.14 pm] — in reply: I would like to thank all members who 
have contributed to this debate today. This is a very important subject. I do not have much else to say, except 
that we need to get the vaccination rate up to 95 per cent. That was something I did not know. I am very well 
read and I do a lot of research, and I thought the aim was a vaccination rate of 85 per cent, but it is not; it is 
95 per cent. Until we get that coverage of 95 per cent, which is what Hon Sue Ellery on the other side, and 
members on this side, have mentioned, I will not be satisfied. 
I believe the federal government’s policy of no jab, no pay will help to increase the rate of vaccination. People 
do not have to immunise their child if they do not want to. However, if they do not immunise their child, they 
will not be paid the family tax benefit part A supplement. People who are anti-vaccination are putting our 
children and our community at risk. I cannot understand why people are so anti-vaccination. It may be because 
the research they are reading is old, or it may be because of where they are getting their research from. I intend 
to look into that, because I want to find out for myself why people are so anti-vaccination. I believe vaccination 
is for the greater good, and the greater good should outweigh anything that a person does not want to do. 
Therefore, not just the Department of Health but we all need to be more active and tell more people in other 
cultural situations, particularly in the City of Stirling, that they need to vaccinate their children. The highest 
proportion of children in this state who are not vaccinated are in the Stirling area, and I suspect it is because of 
the new cultures that are coming into Western Australia. 
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Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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